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Election '99: was there a 
'coloured' and 'indian' vote? 

] ADAM HABIB and SANUSHA NAIDU* 

ABSTRACT In the run-up to the 1999 elections, both academia and the media 
assumed that there would be a 'coloured' and 'indian' vote. This article 
challenges this assumption through a disaggregation of the election results. It 
illustrates an electoral heterogeneity within these communities with various 
classes voting in different ways. Moreover, the article demonstrates that lower 
income coloured and indian people were more reluctant to vote for the ANC 
while the more privileged sectors threw in their lot with the ruling party. It 
concludes that this is largely the result of the simultaneous application of an 
affirmative action policy with a neo-liberal economic programme,· the results of 
which enhance the material vulnerability of the poorest sectors of the indian and 
coloured communities. 

If na1ionalism is not made explicit, if it is not enriched and deepened by a very rapid 
transfonnation into a consciousness of social and political needs, in other words into 
humanism, it leads up a blind alley ... The living expression of the r1ation is the moving 
consciousness cf the whole of the people; it is the coherent and enlightened action of men 
and women ... Otherwise there is anarchy, repression, and the resurgence of tribal parties 
and federalism. The national government, if it wants to be national. ought to govern by the 
people and for the people, for the outcasts and by the outcasts. No leader, however valuable 
he may be, can substitute himself for !he popular will; and the national government before 
concerning itself about international prestige, ought first to give back their dignity to all 
citizens, fill their minds and feast their eyes with human things, and create a prospect that 
is human because conscious and sovereign men dwell therein. (Frantz Fanon, Wrerched of 
the Earth)1 

These words of advice to post-colonial governments by Frantz Fanon some 40 
years ago hold a particular resonance for the South Africa of the new millen
nium. Brought into sharp focus by South Africa's democratic transition, the 
project of nation-building is assumed by many in academia and the media to 
have run aground on the rocks of competing racial identities. This article, 
through an analysis of aspects of the June 1999 election results, investigates 
whether this is indeed the case, and what other threats there are to the project 
of nation-building in South Africa. 
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South Africa's second democratic election was very much a placid affair with 
the outcome largely predetermined. The only serious electoral contestations 
emerged for the position of official opposition in the national parliament, and for 
the regional governments of KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape. In all three 
instances the 'coloured' and 'indian' vote assumed an importance beyond their 
electoral strength. Constituting only 9 and 3 per cent of the national electorate, 
the coloured and indian communities make up 55 per cent and 13 per cent of the 
electorates in the Western Cape and KwaZulu-Natal, respectively.2 This effec
tively meant that no party could hope to ascend to power in the Western Cape 
without significant electoral support from the coloured community. In KwaZulu
Natal, the 'indian' vote assumed an importance beyond its electoral strength, in 
particular because the 'african' vote was divided between the African National 
Congress (ANC) and the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP). The 'coloured' and 
'indian' vote was also important at the national level, both because it had the 
potential to swing the race for the official opposition in favour of either the 
Democratic Party (DP) or the New National Party (NNP), and for the symbolic 
effect it had for the ANC's project of nation-building. 

The 'coloured' and 'indian' vote thus became the subject of much speculation 
in the 1999 elections. Debated in the media, canvassed by political parties, and 
investigated by pollsters, the 'coloured' and 'indian' vote took on a life of its 
own. This reinforced the post-1994 political imagery in which the coloured and 
indian communities are seen as distinct blocs whose members vote in clearly 
defined patterns. But is there such a thing as an indian and coloured voting bloc, 
or is it a myth of the popular imagination? This article investigates this question. 
It begins by disaggregating the 'coloured' and 'indian' vote, and assessing 
whether there are any distinct voting patterns that can be discerned. Thereafter, 
it analyses why distinct sections of the coloured and indian communities voted 
in the ways they did. Finally, the article concludes with some assessments on the 
implications of these voting patterns for nation-building in South Africa. 

Race, class and voting patterns 

The 'coloured' and 'indian' vote in the general elections of 1999 and 1994, and 
in the 1996 local government elections, is assumed to have gone to either white 
opposition parties like the DP and NNP, or to even smaller racial parties like the 
Minority Front (MF). Two explanations have been advanced to account for this 
electoral phenomenon. The dominant explanation is one that suggests that voting 
patterns in South Africa resemble a racial census because racial and ethnic 
political identities predominate among the citizenry. South Africans are seen to 
vote, not on the basis of their interests and opinions, but rather through the prism 
of ethnic and racial loyalties.3 When applied to the coloured and indian 
communities, this racial census theory demarcates electoral behaviour along the 
african/non-african divide. The coloured and indian communities are thus seen 
to vote for non-african parties because of a racial group loyalty that translates 
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into either a greater cultural affinity with other minority groups,4 or a fear that 
an african government would discriminate against them. 

The second explanation accounting for the 'coloured' and 'indian' vote 
focuses on the status of these communities, or what Ashwin Desai refers to as 
their role as 'middleman minorities' .5 Under apartheid the coloured and indian 
communities were allocated an intermediate economic status and given access to 
limited material resources denied to the majority african population. This 
intermediate socio-economic and political status where minority racial groups 
were placed as a buffer between the rich and the poor, the oppressor and 
oppressed, created tensions and even animosity between coloured and indians on 
the one hand, and africans on the other. Moreover, it fuelJed feelings of 
insecurity and vulnerability among the coloured and indian communities as the 
democratic transition unfolded. Coloureds and indians are thus seen to have 
voted for the DP, NNP and MF in order to 'secure their intermediate position in 
the racial hierarchy constructed by apartheid' .6 

These explanations, while providing some insight on voting behaviour in 
South Africa, do not persuasively explain the 'coloured' and 'indian' vote. 
Indeed, there are some serious weaknesses in these explanations. Heribert Adam, 
for instance, has argued that the racial census theorists' cultural argument 
explaining coloured support for the NNP as a result of the linguistic affinity 
between the Afrikaner and coloured communities is dramatically weakened 
when one considers that large sectors of the indian population, who do not speak 
Afrikaans, also voted for the NNP in 1994.7 Similarly, Robert Mattes and 
Amanda Gouws have pointed out the methodological flaws in explanations that 
draw conclusions on individual-level motivations from data on group level 
voting patterns.8 The most glaring weakness in these explanations, however, is 
their assumption that the indian and coloured communities are homogenous 
electoral units. Both explanations fail to disaggregate the 'coloured' and 'indian' 
vote and investigate other causal variables influencing voting behaviour; an 
investigation made particularly necessary in South Africa because of the likeli
hood 'that issues and interests run parallel to factors such as race and ethnicity' .9 

This is most clearly evident when class is introduced as a variable in the 
analysis. Tables I and 2, which depict electoral support for parties in the 1999 
elections in selected suburbs and townships with high proportions of indian and 
coloured voters, demonstrate distinct correlations between income categories and 
voting behaviour. Areas where the majority of residents have a monthly 
household income below R2,500 were in most cases decisively won by the NNP 
and DP, while those where the converse was true were won by the ANC. The 
only exceptions to this trend were Heathfield in the Western Cape, Reservoir 
Hills in KwaZulu-Natal and Laudium in Gauteng. The deviation from the trend 
in the latter two cases can be partly explained by the fact that both suburbs have 
large informal settlements with a predominantly african residency. This, then, 
tends to inflate the proportion of poorer residents while simultaneously increas
ing party support for the ANC. In any case, given the fact that the vast majority 
of coloured and fadian households fall in the less than R2,500 socio-economic 
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Table 1. Household income and party support for the June 1999 election in selected coloured areas 

No. of % of % of 
voting residents residents 

stations with with 
on which household household Party support (%) 

results income income 
Suburb/township are based <R2500 >R2500 ANC DP NNP IFP 

Athlone 3 5].l 48.8 17.5 12.3 59.4 0.1 
Tafelsig 5 85.5 14.4 19.5 9.4 63.7 0.1 
MitcheJls Plain 3 94.7 5.2 19.9 11.7 39.3 0.1 
Lansdowne 4 36.9 63.0 33.1 22.8 30.2 0.1 
Heath field 2 31.0 68,9 29.5 25.4 30.0 0 
Steenberg 5 69.2 30.5 20.7 14.0 52.1 0.1 
Kensington 4 50.0 49.9 25.1 15.9 43.9 0.1 
Factrcton 2 75.1 24.8 17.8 8.5 64.6 0.1 

* Data in the table is drawn from Census 1996 and the Independent Electoral Commission. 
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Table 2. Household income and parLy support for the June 1999 election in selected indian areas 

No. of % of % of 
voting resident<; residents 

stations with with 
on which household household Party support (%) 

results income income 
Suburb/township are based <R2500 >R2500 ANC DP NNP IFP 

Chatsworth 32 60.8 39.1 19.2 35.4 18.5 1.7 
Phoenix 40 59.4 40.5 8.9 38.5 24.9 1.2 
Northdale 3 62.4 37,5 29.4 36.3 19.8 3.8 
Reservoir Hills 7 55.7 44.2 42.2 30.l 5.4 5.7 
Lenasia 21 38.7 61.2 41.0 35.3 10.9 1.0 
Laudimn 2 52.0 47.9 52.9 20,7 12.3 0.1 
La Mercy 1 29.9 70.0 35.9 32.0 6.4 8.8 

* Data in the table is drawn from Census 1996 and the Independent Electoral Commission, 
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category, it should not be surprising that class patterns of voting behaviou: 
appear and are readily interpreted as racial ones. However, when voting result! 
are disaggregated, as is done in Tables I and 2, a more accurate picture of voting 
patterns emerge that indicate a significant electoral heterogeneity in the coloured 
and indian communities. 

This conclusion can of course be challenged on the grounds that the empirical 
data is contaminated by the changing racial profile of these areas, emanating 
from both market changes as a result of the scrapping of 'group areas' and the 
establishment of informal settlements. While true, this changing political geogra
phy is not as extensive as to have deracialised these areas and to render the 
conclusions on the 'coloured' and 'indian ' vote meaningless. Moreover, the 
analytical conclusions drawn from the table are supported by other studies on 
earlier elections and survey data. In a study of the 1994 elections in the Western 
Cape, Robert Mattes, Hermann GHiomee and Wilmot James identify significant 
correlations between party support and joint monthly household income . in 
Market Opinion surveys conducted in December 1993 and February 1994. In 
addition, they conclude that 'among coloured voters the NP turned out to be the 
party of the unemployed and underemployed, with the ANC doing its best 
among fully employed workers'. 10 A later study by Mattes arrived at similar 
conclusions. Based on the data of a survey conducted by ldasa in 1995, Mattes 
argues that over 60 per cent of coloureds who earn less than Rl,599 identified 
with the NNP, while the ANC narrowly beat the NNP among coloured voters 
earning in excess of R3,500 per month. Similarly, 60 per cent of households in 
the indian community with an income of less than Rl,000 identified with the 
NNP, while the ANC eclipsed the NNP with 38.4 per cent of support among 
middle-class respondents. 11 

The evidence here challenges the prevailing assumptions in academia and the 
media which portray the coloured and indian communities as homogenous 
electoral blocs. Instead the empirical evidence indicates significant electoral 
heterogeneity within these communities with distinct income categories voting in 
markedly different ways. There is thus no such thing as a 'coloured' or 'indian' 
bloc vote. The electoral behaviour of the coloured and indian communities is far 
more influenced by class variables than by racial considerations. The question 
that then begs an answer is why do different classes within the coloured and 
indian communities vote the ways they do, and what implications this has for 
nation-building in South Africa? 

Explaining the voting patterns 

Conventional wisdom suggests that workers and the poorer classes in society 
would support parties to the lef4 while the middle-class and more privileged 
layers would throw in their lot with parties on the right of the political spectrum. 
The reasons are obvious. While the former have a material interest in fundamen
tally changing the political and socio-economic arrangements in society. the 
latter prefer the retention of the status quo. The translation of this logic in South 
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Africa would have seen the ANC receive support from the working-classes of all 
communities while the DP and NNP would have been the beneficiaries of the 
middle and upper middle-class vote. Such voting patterns, however, did not 
emerge among coloured and indian people in South Africa. Indeed, the conven
tional wisdom was turned on its head in these communities. The more privileged 
layers of the coloured and indian communities were more willing to vote for the 
ANC, while the most disadvantaged sectors threw in their lot with the DP and 
NNP. 

How do we explain this supposed anomaly? The reluctance of lower income 
coloureds and indians to vote for the ANC stems from their material vulner
ability in the post-apartheid economy. Attitudinal surveys have demonstrated 
that the concerns of the coloured and indian working-class are exactly those of 
the african working-class: unemployment, crime, access to housing, water, 
electricity and social welfare. 12 However, unlike the african population which is 
optimistic about their economic prospects, lower income groups within the 
coloured and indian communities have incredibly negative perceptions of their 
economic future. In the run-up to the elections, for instance, 63 per cent of 
potential african voters felt that the national economy would improve over the 
next 12 months, while the comparable figure for coloureds and indians is 34 per 
cent and 17 per cent respectively.13 The working-class coloured and indian vote 
for the DP and NNP, then, must be seen as a defensive (albeit ineffectual) action 
to avoid what they perceive as the erosion of their existing standard of living. 

Two sets of policies tend to inform these negative perceptions of the coloured 
and indian working-classes. The first, openly identified by many individuals in 
attitudinal surveys, is affirmative action. 14 While it is indisputable that an 
affirmative action policy is necessary for equalising the playing field and 
correcting past discriminatory practices, it does tend to adversely impact on 
lower income groups within the coloured and indian communities. These groups 
are particularly vulnerable because of their low levels of skills, education and 
training. They are thus the most easily replaceable when companies and 
institutions are confronted with the challenge of rectifying their demographic 
profile. By contrast, affirmative action policies have less of an impact on upper 
income persons of coloured and indian parentage in particular because such 
individuals are either self-employed or have sufficiently high levels of skill and 
training as to make their replacement difficult. In fact, affirmative action policies 
in the 1990's have expanded the commercial and professional opportunities 
available to these groups. This differential impact of affirmative action, then, 
accounts in part for the class-based voting patterns exhibited by coloured and 
indian citizens. 

The negative impact of an affirmative action policy on the working-classes of 
the coloured and indian communities is also aggravated by its simultaneous 
application with a restrictive macro-economic policy. The ANC came to power 
with the promise that it would implement a state interventionist economic 
programme that would expand jobs, narrow the levels of economic inequality, 
and increase the poorer communities access to the provision of social goods 
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(housing. education, health etc.). These promises were encapsulated in tl 
ANC' s 1994 electoral . manifesto, the Reconstruction and Development Pn 
gramme (RDP). Increasingly since 1994, however, the state has implemented 
neo-liberal economic strategy, formalised in its 1996 Growth, Employment an 
Redistribution (GEAR) programme, which has had the effect of increasin, 
unemployment, restricting economic opportunities for the poor, and creating : 
crisis in the delivery of social services. 15 The simultaneous application o
affinnative action and GEAR bas bad the effect of pitting lower income group~ 
within the coloured and indian communities against those in the african popu• 
lation. The working-classes of all communities are increasingly competing with 
each other over an ever declining set of economic opportunities. Affirmative 
action is thus ·the straw that breaks the camel's back' because it has far more 
dramatic material consequences for lower income coloured and indian people 
than if it had been applied in an expanding macro-economic environment with 
increasing employment opportunities and social services. 

The simultaneous application of affirmative action and GEAR, then. ·has 
enhanced the material vulnerability of lower income coloured and indian people. 
These individuals interpret their vulnerability as the result of an affirmative 
action policy. This underlies their reluctance to vote for the ANC. Moreover, 
their vote for the DP, NNP and MF must be understood as a defensive 
mechanism to avoid increasing material hardships in a hostile macro-economic 
environment. The converse is also true for higher income categories within the 
coloured and indian populations. These groups for reasons outlined earlier are 
not as adversely affected either by the application of affinnative action or the 
consequences of GEAR. And even when they are negatively affected (as in the 
case of the provision of education and health), such groups are more than 
adequately compensated by the increasing commercial and employment opportu
nities resulting from affirmative action policies. This accounts for their greater 
willingness to vote for the ANC. The particular class nature of voting patterns 
exhibited by the coloured and indian communities must be understood in this 
context. 

lt should be noted that the leadership and electoral strategists of the ANC 
seemed oblivious of these class stratifications within the coloured and indian 
communities. In fact their election strategy was predicated on the assumption 
that the coloured and indian communities constitute a single homogenous bloc. 
Moreover, they centred their strategy to attract this 'coloured' and 'indian' vote 
on the issue of language and culture. For instance, on one of bis election drives 
to mobilise indian people in KwaZulu-Natal, Thabo Mbeki stressed that indian 
cuisine 'had become an integral part of the South African experience, which with 
religious and cultural monuments remain not only part of the cultural heritage of 
South Africa, but will in fact be integrated as part and parcel of the African 
renaissance' .16 The ANC's entire electoral campaign was littered with such 
remarks. This emphasis on culture and language came at the expense of 
addressing the primary concerns of lower income coloured and indian people, 
namely jobs, crime and the provision of social goods.17 Even when ANC leaders 
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addressed issues like affirmative action they seemed oblivious of its differential 
impact on the various classes within these communities. Hence, they either tried 
to stress how coloureds and indian benefited from affirmative action or they 
bemoaned the unreasonableness of these communities for not understanding the 
necessity for such a policy. The ANC's election strategy, then, misunderstood 
the nature of, and the issues that concerned different classes in, these communi
ties with the result that they were incapable of attracting the electoral support of 
lower income coloured and indian citizens. 

Paradoxically, the opposition parties like the DP, NNP and MF were more in 
tune with the concerns of working-class coloured and indian people. Granted, 
these parties were very destructive in playing the race card in their campaigns.18 

But their use of 'race', and in particular the threat of affirmative action, had the 
effect, whether intended or not, of striking at the heart of the material concerns 
confronting lower income coloureds and indians. Instead of challenging this, the 
ANC' s election strategy went out of its way to avoid the issues that primarily 
concerned the poorer sections of these communities. Not surprisingly, opposition 
parties were the primary recipients of electoral support from working-class 
coloureds and indians in the June 1999 elections. And since they constitute the 
largest bloc among these communities, it appeared as a racially motivated rather 
than a class-inspired vote. 

Some concluding reflections on nation-building 

This article has suggested that there was no bloc 'coloured' and 'indian' vote in 
the June 1999 election. Of course, some individuals in the coloured and indian 
communities may have been motivated by ethnic concerns when they voted for 
one or other party. However, this cannot lead to the conclusion that there is a 
'coloured' and 'indian' vote for that assumes an electoral homogeneity in these 
communities which simply does not exist. Neither can it be assumed, as has been 
done in sections of academia and the media, that coloured and indian people 
voted against the ANC because of racial considerations. Rather, as this article 
illustrates through the disaggregation of the 'coloured' and 'indian' vote, various 
classes within these communities voted in different ways. Moreover, it demon
strates that lower income coloured and indians were more reluctant to vote for 
the ANC while more privileged sectors threw in their lot with the ruling party. 
The article argues that this is largely a result of the simultaneous application of 
an affirmative action policy with a neo-liberal economic programme; the results 
of which enhance the material vulnerability of the poorest sectors of the coloured 
and indian communities. It also suggests that strategists within the ANC did not 
understand this and therefore developed an electoral strategy inadequate to the 
task of attracting the support of poorer sections of the coloured and indian 
community. 

The analysis here poses serious questions about the project of nation-building 
in South Africa. On the more positive side, it indicates that racial identities are 
not the primary motivating factor in the way coloured and indian people vote. 
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On the more negative side, however, it suggests that the working-class and 
under-classes of the coloured and indian communities do not feel part of the 
political and socio-economic programmes of the post-apartheid government. 
Since these classes constitute the largest single blocs within these communities, 
the class divide has the potential to manifest itself as a racial one. Nation-build
ing thus requires the country's political leadership to address this political 
marginalisation of the coloured and indian poor. This would involve revisiting 
the GEAR strategy, for its simultaneous application with affirmative action pits 
the poorest sectors of the coloured, indian and african communities against each 
other. A single nation cannot be born in South Africa in the midst of such 
conflict over scarce economic resources. South Africa's political leadership 
needs to heed the advice of Fanon quoted at the beginning of this article: without 
humanism there can be no nation. 
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