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Salient elements in the transition · from apartheid 
to democratic government 

Oscar Dblomo 

UNIQUE FEATIJRES OF THE PROCESS OF TRANSffiON 

The transition from apartheid to democracy in South Africa has a few uniqu~ 
features. Firstly, the mode of transition is a peaceful negotiation process rather than 
a violent revolution. Secondly, the negotiators are the erstwhile political 'haves' a~; · 
the erstwhile political 'have nots'. The 'haves' are negotiating themselves out of a 
position in which they enjoyed a monopoly of political power and influence while 
the 'have nots' are negQtiating the mechanics of breaking up this monopoly in ~uch 
a way that they are enabled to play a leading role in the governance of the country. 
Thirdly, there is no third party that is playing the role of mediator in the process 
and the negotiators themselves are facing one another at the negotiating table. 
Finally, the white minority that is about to relinquish its monopoly ov_er political 
power is no longer a colonialist minority that will sail away into the sunset once 
political power slips from its grasp. This minority has become in.digenous and will 
therefore have to live with the consequences of the transition process - whatever 
they are. 

THE EROSION OF APARTHEID AND THE ADVENT OF THE 
DEMOCRATIC MOVEMENT 

Although it has taken many decades for the apartheid edifice to crumble there is no 
doubt that right from its conception apartheid carried the seeds . of its own 
destruction. The policy could not stand against the laws of morality, demogr~f_hy 
and sheer pragmatism. : 

251 

OOCIJM:":NTATION CENTREVII.LE 
UNIVEnSITY Of OIJ"B~N-WEST 

Accession No. J. ~~~ .\ )t. · .. ··· ... · · 
nRN 

..................... 
· ···· ··· · 

........... ········· Class N~o·:__:_ .. :_:. .. _· _· · _____ _ 

I 

.1 
I 
I 

; '. 

I: 
i I 
' 

i; 

I 
I 
I , 

' I 
r 

\i 



Dhwma ---------------------------

In the socioeconomic sphere the cracks in the apartheid edifice beg~ to show when 
sustained urbanisation rendered the influx control regulations unworkable. As more 
blacks flocked into urban areas in search of work and a better life, it became illogical 
to argue that these people were not going to be provided with adequate housing, 
education and health services because they were 'foreigners' who would sooner or 
later return to their 'rural homelands'. Pr0perty ownership for blacks in urban areas 
was therefore a logical development. It also became illogical to argue that blacks 
could not participate in local government strudures in the urban areas where they 
lived. The establishment of black local authorities, discredited as they were in the 
eyes of some black political organisations, was another logical development. 

The increased tempo of social integration in South Africa soon challenged the logic 
of discriminating against some citizens on the basis of their skin colour. Thus it 
became increasingly impossible to implement, let alone justify, laws such as the 
Population Registration Act, the Immorality Act, the Group Areas Act, the Separate 
Amenities Act, the Political Interference Act and ma_ny others whose intent was the 
perpetration of race-based discrimination. 

It would of course be an oversimplification to argue that only the laws of sheer 
logic led to the erosion of apartheid and the advent of democracy. It -r,yould also be 
an oversimplification to argue that the so-called-.'silent revolution' which saw the 
advent of black informal business, informal settlements and the lik~ was solely 
responsible for this transformation. A lot of political pressure was also exerted ~n 
the government of t~e day until a stage was reached where the political, moral and 
economic cost of maintaining apartheid became far more daunting than the cost of 
abolishing i_t. 

The Democratic Movement did play a significant role in these developments 
alongside other socio-economic forces. The black struggle for political and land 
rights is the oldest stmggle in the political history of South, Africa. 

Mainly as a ·result of the diplomatic initiatives of organisations such as the ANC 
and PAC, the international community was drawn into the struggle against 
apartheid. World organs such as the United Nations, the OAU and the 
Commonwealth helped to internationalise the problem of apartheid and to 
pressurise the South African Government to abandon the policy. 

The South African Government's final attempt to reform and not abolish apartheid 
saw the establishment of the Tricameral Parliament in 1983. This parliament which 
is now in its death throes was roundly rejected by virtually the entire black 
population and the international community because not only did it exclude the 
African majority from voting, but it also legitimised racism as the ~ :t~s for political 
participation and mobilisation. The United Democratic Front which was established 
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during this period played a leading role alongside other black political organisations 
inside the country in opposing the tricameral constitution. 

The release of political prisoners, the unbanning of political organisations, the 
return of exiles, the lifting of the State of Emergency and the advent of Mr F.W. de 
Klerk marked the zenith in the process of dismantling apartheid and unshackling 
political activity in South Africa. 

DEMOCRATIC PLURAIJSM, INTERCOMMUNITY RECONCILIATION 
AND DEMOCRATIC STATE BUILDING 

This sudden unshackling of political ac~ivity in our country, welcome and 
commendable as it is, has in tum spawned new challenges which now demand our 
full attention if democracy is to survive. The political playing field at present 
resembles a battlefield. It is as if numerous political players have been let loose on 
the playing field and are all trying to play the game without observing the rules. 
Too many of our political leaders pay lip-service to the philosophy of democratic 
pluralism. Political differences are settled not by calm reasoning and persuasion bt.J-t 
by pang as, spears and AK 4 7' s. Leaders tell us not what is good with their parties 
but what is bad with their opponents' parties. Some parts of the country lia~e 
become no-go areas in which opposing political views are banned. White political 
parties that attempt to sell their policies in the black areas have their meetings 
disrupted and their spokespersons harassed and molested. White right-wing 
political parties mete out the same treatment to black political organisations 
campaigning in conservative white towns. What is even more disturbing is that 
some of our political leaders seem to condone or encourage this political 
intolerance. One hopes that by the time an election is held in April 1994, enough 
education on democratic pluralism would have been made possible - otherwise a 
free and fair election will tum out to be a pipe dream. 

The fact that we are emerging from a grim past in which a lot of hurt was unleashed 
in the name of apartheid makes it difficult for us to suddenly preach intercommunity 
reconciliation. Nevertheless this is not an impossible task provided our leaders take 
the lead and preach reconciliation amongst their followers. It is going to be 
impossible to undertake the mammoth task of democratic state-building if the 

foundations of this state are hatred, mutual suspicion and intolerance. Before the 
task of state-building begins in earnest there is also a need for us to reach consensus 
on how we will tackle the issue of redressing the legacy of apartheid through 
various mutually acceptable forms of restitution and affirmative actio~. Numerous 
conflicting noises on this issue ranging from retribution ~d/or confiscatory rajress 

' -~· 
to a wealth tax, all point to the fact that we do need a negotiated naHonal policy on 
this issue if we are to face the future with confidence and a singleness of purpose. 
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AN INVENTORY OF MILESTONES REACHED 

The scoreboard and timetable of progress 

Considering the uniqueness of our transition it is a political miracle that we have 
done so well thus far. The fact that twenty.six unelected political entities of 
differing political strengths agreed to negotiate in the first place is no small 
achievement. So is the fact that of these twenty.six entities only two have thus far 
decided to withdraw from the negotiation process. It is also important to note that 
the two parties that withdrew claimed that they were not happy with the procedure 
for adopting decisions and not with the principle of a negotiated constitutional 
settlement as such. Besides, the withdrawal of these two parties has neither stalled 
nor disrupted the negotiation process. 

During the first few days of tl\e negotiation process agreement was reached on the 
statement of intent that would guide the deliberations. Agreement was also reached 
on twenty.seven underlying constitutional principles that would guide the elected 
constitution•making body in drawing up a new constitution. 

Four draft bills establishing an Independent Electoral Commission, a Broadcasting 
Authority, a Transitional Executive Council and a Media Commission are now 
destined for parliament and we now even hav~ a definite date (Ap~I 1994) for the 
first democratic election in South Africa. · 

The positions ef the main parties and players 

While the scoreboard and timetable. of progress both look impressive there are 
simmering tensions among some negotiating parties which threaten to undermine 
the negotiation process. 

Perhaps the greatest achievement thus far has been the remarkable consensus that 
has developed between the ANC and the National Party on the process and 
product of current negotiations. Both parties have endorsed the election date in 
April 1994, they have supported the need for the establishment of the TEC to 
oversee the transition process, they have agreed that an elected constitution• 

r making body will draw up the final constitution, and, what is even more remarkable, 
they have agreed to share power for five years under a government of national 
unity after April 1994. It appears that all differences between the two parties on 
issues such as the powers and duties of the TEC and its subcouncils in relation to 
the powers and duties of the existing cabinet have not been resolved. There does 
not appear to be any final agreement on the modalities of power•sharing in the 
proposed government of national unity after April 1994. On the whole, it would be 
fair to conclude that the ANC and the NP continue to drive the f~~nsition process 
more as partners in transition then as adversaries engaged in party political rhetoric. 
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While there is growing consensus between the ANC and NP there is growing 
dissidence on the part of the Inkatha Freedom Party whi~ left the negotiation table 
in protest on the day the election date was agreed upon by the negotiators. While 
the IFP withdrew from negotiations ostensibly because of its opposition to the 
principle of sufficient consensus, there are indications that there is more to the IFP' s 
dissatisfaction with the process than just the principle of sufficient consensus. 

Initially, the IFP opposed virtually everything on which agreement has now been 
reached by the majority of the negotiators. The IFP opposed the establishment of 
the TEC, the holding of an election, the establishment of an unelected constituti~n
making body and the installation of a go~emment of national unity. This process, 
which the IFP terms a 'two-phased transiqon process', had to be replaced by one in 
which the present unselected negotiators would draw up the final constitution with 
the assistance of multiparty experts. The final constitution would then be ratified by 
means of a referendum before elections for a democratic government are held. 

The IFP' s initial protestation that the ANC and NP were colluding in a bid to 
establish a unitary state are now muted since it has become evident that the new 
constitution is bound to have significant federal features. . : 
Nevertheless at the time of writing the IFP remains out of the negotiation process 
and is now threatening to boycott the elections in April 1994. What remains. 

' difficult to fathom is what the IFP hopes to achieve by boycotting both' . the 
negotiation process and the election. Firstly, negotiations have gone on ·and 
important agreements have been reached in the absence of the IFP. In fact, not only 
has the process continued in the IFP's absence but the majority of the IFP's allies in 
COSAG have so far ·not followed it out of the negotiation chamber. Secondly, if the 
IFP were to boycott the elections, it would deny itself an opportunity to establish a 
democratic political foothold in Natal/KwaZulu where it has a reasonable chance of 
winning significant support in an election. The disappearance of the IFP's KwaZulu/ 
Natal political base would in tum signal the end of the IFP a~ a regional political 
force. Thirdly, the debate for or against contesting the election is likely to cause 
serious tensions within the IFP. It is no secret that opinions within the party are 
deeply divided on this question. Finally, contrary to popular belief, the IFP is 
unlikely to acquire the military and logistic capacity to wage a sustained civil war in 

order to disrupt t~e democratic process. The analogy that the IFP could be the 
UNIT A of South Africa is therefore far-fetched. For many years the USA 
Government supplied UNIT A with modem arms and the movement controlled vast 
tracts of territory in Angola. For many years UNIT A also enjoyed sustained 
military and logistic support from the South African Defence Force. Virtually the 
entire Western world saw in Dr Savimbi a defender of democracy and a fithter 
against communism. It was only after Savimbi refused to accept the results of a 
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democratic election that most Western countries began to realise that he was in fact 
an enemy of democracy and a power-hungry dictator and regional destabiliser. -~; 

On the contrary, the IFP would not be able to rely on the West for the supply of 
modem arms to · wage a civil war;· it would not have any territory within South 
Africa where it would enjoy undisputed control; the governmental infrastructure of 
KwaZulu with all its organs, including the KwaZulu police, would not be controlled 
by an IFP administration after the eledions of 1994 which the IFP plans to boycott 
and central government funding to an IFP-controlled KwaZulu .Government would 
similarly cease after this date. Finally, a multiparty government of national unity is 
likely to be far less sympathetic and patient with a dissident IFP than the present 
National Party Government. It would therefore be political suicide on the part of 
the IFP to attempt to disrupt the electio·n by resorting to civil war or the use of 
force or intimidation. 

PROSPECTS FOR STATE-BUILDING AND INTERCOMMUNITY RE
CONCILIATION 

The greatest threat to prospects for state-building and intercommunity 
reconciliation at the present time is the violence that continues to destroy •the 
fabric of our society. Everything possible needs to be done urgently to redui:e: this 
violence. All racist public statements and slogans frort\' the left and right ~•f . the 
political spectrum will need to be unconditionally banned from our political 

. I 

vocabulary. Agreement will have to be reached on the modalities for burying, our 
apartheid past so that we ( can all embrace a new covenant for the future. This 
covenant will have to emphasise the need for the creation of a common vision for a 
new democratic Soyth Africa whose citizens will be seen to be reconciled. · Values 
such as tolerance, peace, respect for diversity, patriotism, compromise and mutual 
respect will have to be the cornerstones of such a covenant. This is the only 
acceptable foundation on which nation-building and national reconciliation can find 
roots and grow in the hearts and minds of all South Africans. ' 
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