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Twenty years is enough time to assess both some of the country’s achievements 
as a democracy, and the significant challenges that need to be addressed. It is also 
an opportune moment to assess possible dangers that lie ahead for the further 
consolidation of this democracy, and to identify the features that portend both well 
and perhaps also ill for its future. 

Historical Background
It is important, at the outset, to remind ourselves of the circumstances under which 
South Africa’s democracy was born. An historical perspective is important since 
different kinds of authoritarian regimes provide different departure points for 
change. 

South Africa’s democratic dispensation was forged through a process of ‘elite-
pacting’ in which the old, white, predominantly Afrikaner Nationalist, ruling elite 
struck an accord with an emergent, predominantly – through not exclusively – black 
elite. The context in which this ‘consociational deal’ was done had both domestic and 
international dimensions to it.2 The domestic dimensions included the increasingly 
evident unsustainability of Apartheid in a stagnating capitalist economy. The 1960s, 
it should be noted, was a decade of impressive economic growth, but the period 
1973 to 1992 was one of dismal growth. 

Apartheid, especially – but also the longer history of segregation and white rule 
– had left enduring marks on the society. These included inefficiencies in the 
allocation of labour and capital, an enormously unequal society defined in terms 
of the distribution of access to opportunities, a dismal school education system for 
black South Africans, and spatial distortions in the way communities and cities 
were structured. The state – under the circumstances of continuing urbanisation, 
the emergence of mass movements and mobilisation, and growing economic 
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These linkages allowed the elites in these 
countries to place pressure on South 
Africa to abandon its system of ‘racial 
estates’ – so redolent in the context of 
capitalist liberal democracies of the ugly 
past of Fascism, National Socialism and 
biological racism. 

inefficiencies – was under pressure, and the fantasy of ‘separate development’ – to 
which so many resources had been targeted – lay in ruins. Evidence shows that the 
dominant elite was no longer united, with ‘soft-line’ pragmatists realising that the 
system had to ‘give’ and become more properly inclusive and rational.3 

At the same time, some ‘hard-liners’ tried to hold fast 
to the old, fragmenting order and split away from the 
National Party to support the Conservative Party and, 
in extreme instances, the AWB. But the National 
Party had achieved what perhaps had been its main 
objective in the game-changing 1948 elections – the 
creation of a reasonably well-off, privileged Afrikaner 
middle class. It had done its job, and was ready to make 
compromises. All of these factors, and the associated 
policy outcomes, may conveniently be construed as the 
Apartheid ‘legacy effect’ – an effect which still bears 
upon politics and policy challenges in South Africa. We will return to these.

There were two major international factors that helped shape the outcome of the 
negotiating process that openly began after F.W. de Klerk’s speech to parliament on 
2 February 1990.

The first was that South Africa had substantial links – economic, cultural and 
political – to the ‘capitalist west’, especially to its major trading partners such as the 
USA, the continental European capitalist democracies such as the Federal Republic 
of Germany, the Netherlands and Great Britain. These linkages allowed the elites 
in these countries to place pressure on South Africa to abandon its system of ‘racial 
estates’ – so redolent in the context of capitalist liberal democracies of the ugly 
past of Fascism, National Socialism and biological racism. These linkages allowed 
considerable leverage to be exercised. The world of South Africa’s white middle 
classes became increasingly uncomfortable. Cultural, academic and sports’ boycotts 
took their toll. Divestment campaigns also had a significant negative effect. As 
Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way have recently demonstrated – on the basis of a 
large, global study – linkages with the West have had a powerful bearing on the 
prospects of a country making a transition from authoritarian rule to democracy.4 In 
addition to the cost to the ruling elite, the opposition could draw succour from the 
pressure that the international Anti-Apartheid Movement placed on the regime. Its 
international political legitimacy became ever more difficult to sustain.

The second factor bore on the question of with whom the ruling elite were willing 
to negotiate and on what terms. This factor was the collapse of the Soviet imperium 
in central and eastern Europe and the consequent fact that the ANC and the South 
African Communist Party had lost not only a major source of support but were also 
shorn of credibility with regard to both ‘ideology’ and radical policy alternatives. 
The ‘Velvet Revolutions’ in the countries of east and central Europe emboldened de 
Klerk in his decision to unban all political parties. Communism was no longer seen 
as a significant threat. This meant that the elite negotiations could be more, rather 
than less, inclusive in that the question of whether the National Party Government 
should unban the Communist Party – which it did – was settled by the collapse of 
the Soviet-type system.

A third factor was the role of mass mobilisation, which exploited Apartheid’s 
dependence on black labour. This mobilisation, plus the inherent economic 
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irrationality of the system, further raised the costs of maintaining Apartheid after 
1948. 

Fourth, structural factors, related to capitalist modernisation, played a part. These 
included demographic trends such as strengthening the black industrial and 
middle classes, intensifying skills shortages and integration into a global economy 
and culture which intensified exposure to democratic norms and reform oriented 
negotiation rather than ‘revolution’. The ambient global context – a deracialising and 
democratising world – was inimical to the maintenance of Apartheid.5

It is worth noting that, despite the oppressive, 
authoritarian and ultimately economic growth-
damaging character of National Party rule, there were 
some cultural, legal and political resources embedded 
in South African history on which both major players 
could draw. These included an often surprisingly 
robust tradition of judicial independence, some liberal 
and strongly non-racialist strands that ran through 
much of the ANCs history, and the fact that white 
society had never been as unified and homogenous 
as the results of the whites-only general election of 
1977 might suggest. For all the limpness of United 
Party opposition politics, it should be recalled that the 
National Party – by virtue of the vagaries of the white 
electoral system – held political office from 1948 for 

perhaps 15 years, with a growing majority of seats in parliament, but a persistent 
minority of white popular support. Its support, for much of its time in government, 
was weaker even among whites than might be supposed.

Legacy effects and democratic consolidation
The growth in the number and geographical scope of electoral democracies – from 
around three at the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries to approximately 122 today 
– according to Freedom House – has not been a ‘linear’, untroubled, process. 

Democracies, characterised by the ‘rule of law’, accountable governments, regular 
‘free and fair’ elections, multi-party systems and well-entrenched political, civil 
and economic liberties, have often been fragile and surprisingly easily undermined. 
Mussolini’s rise to power, the fragility of the Weimar Republic as it fell to Hitler’s 
machinations, the volatile, reversal-rich, history of democratisation in Latin America 
and the ‘retrenchment’ of democratic gains in post-Soviet Russia are reminders.

While the broad thrust of modern history has been in the direction of the extension 
of democratic type arrangements, there have been periods both of reversal and of 
stagnation. From a descriptive point of view, we can ‘periodise’ (as does Samuel 
Huntington) the spread of democracies into three (some would suggest four) waves. 
The third wave, ushered in by the ‘Carnation Revolution’ in Portugal in 1974, opened 
up possibilities for democratic advancement in South Africa and elsewhere. 

‘Democracy’ is, of course, what political theorists term a ‘contested concept’. One 
study finds more than 550 adjectives used to qualify notion of democracy!6 Robert 
Dahl, one of the twentieth century’s most distinguished political scientists, specified 
a ‘procedural minimum’ for the practical exercise of democracy: freedom to form and 
join organizations, freedom of expression, the right to vote, eligibility for public office, 

… the National Party – by virtue 
of the vagaries of the white electoral 
system – held political office from 1948 
for perhaps 15 years, with a growing 
majority of seats in parliament, but a 
persistent minority of white popular 
support. Its support, for much of its time 
in government, was weaker even among 
whites than might be supposed.
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the right of political leaders to compete for support or votes, alternative sources of 
information, free and fair elections and institutions that make government policies 
depend on votes and other expressions of preference.7

Consolidating a democracy that meets these ‘minimal’ requirements is not inevitable; 
the process of democratization is neither linear nor irreversible, and it is wise to 
be vigilant. In particular, democracy is compromised by the effects of poverty, 
inequality, state deficiencies and corruption. In the latter half of 1990s, precisely for 
these reasons, the focus in the literature on democratization shifted from ‘transitions 
to democracy’ to ‘democratic consolidation’. 

It should be remembered that ‘consolidated’ 
democracies are, in world historical terms, a 
relatively recent phenomenon. ‘A democracy’, argues 
Huntington, ‘may be viewed as consolidated’ if a party 
or group that takes power at the time of transition 
loses a subsequent election, relinquishes power to the 
subsequent election winners, and those subsequent 
election winners, in turn, peacefully turn over power 
to the winners of a later election.8 According to 
this – admittedly controversial – test, South Africa’s 
democracy is not as yet ‘consolidated’. 

Does this mean that there is something wrong with South Africa’s democracy? 
Are we in danger of becoming, in Fareed Zakaria’s controversial term, an ‘illiberal 
democracy’? Or is Huntington’s test inappropriate? What if the governing party 
is so popular and the opposition so weak or divided that turnover does not occur? 
The governing party may be willing to turn over power but does not have to face 
this possibility. In addition, the test places a premium on governmental inefficiency, 
with voters expressing disenchantment via the voting booth. Chile after General 
Augusto Pinochet would fall in the latter ‘illiberal democracy’ category, although it 
has recently met Huntington’s “two turnover” test.9

To date, South Africa’s ruling party has faced no threat at the polls. The ANC’s 
first ever decline in vote share was in 2009 when it lost its 2/3 majority, and lost 
some ground in every province other than KwaZulu-Natal. Its impressive national 
parliamentary majority was, at least in some measure, aided by the dramatic swing 
away from IFP in KwaZulu-Natal in 2009.

Consolidating Democracy: A basic framework
Mindful of the fragility of democracy, we must ask: ‘what factors render a democracy 
fragile, and what factors are conducive to its consolidation?’10 There is now a vast 
and ever more rigorous and global literature in Political Science that addresses these 
questions. We may divide this literature into broadly five sets of emphases. The 
first emphasis is on structural factors associated with societal modernization and its 
economic and cultural aspects. The second, and related, focuses on the critical role 
of education. The third focuses on inequality, the fourth on political elites, and the 
fifth on aspects or features of the state itself.

If one were to use this rough framework to generate a risk-profile of South 
Africa’s still relatively new and hard-won democracy, how would it fare? On the 
modernisation front, South Africa has not done that badly. Economic growth – 
arguably the principal measure of modernisation has, since 1994, been reasonably 

To date, South Africa’s ruling party has 
faced no threat at the polls. The ANC’s 
first ever decline in vote share was in 
2009 when it lost its 2/3 majority, and 
lost some ground in every province other 
than KwaZulu-Natal. 
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commendable. The macro-economy has mostly been well-managed. GDP has 
grown reasonably impressively. (It is important to recall that the period 1972-
1992 saw virtually no growth in real per-capita GDP.) A black middle class of ever 
greater affluence, higher levels of education and potential political influence, has 
grown since the 1970s. This extension of the middle class, as the late Barrington 
Moore reminded us, is a pre-requisite for democracy: no bourgeoisie, no democracy. 

The legacy effect of ‘Bantu Education’ 
The issue of education, however, remains a serious challenge and a danger to 
the robustness of our democracy. Put simply, perhaps the most damaging and 
enduringly negative legacy effect of the Apartheid period has been the, mostly 

appalling, South African education system – especially 
the vast, ill-performing public school system (though 
the tertiary system is still not exempt from critique).11 
The relevant social science literature – from Seymour 
Martin Lipset’s path-breaking 1959 article ‘Some 
Social Requisites of Democracy’ to the recent work 
by Glaeser et al – has reiterated one cardinal theme: a 
vibrant democracy needs an educated population.12 An 
educated, economically reasonably secure, population 

makes for civic participation, critical and informed public debate and, where 
appropriate, fearless input into the political process. Democracies, as Edward Glaeser 
and his colleagues demonstrate, ‘need education’. One of the most important tasks 
confronting South Africans is to invest in, and effectively improve, the education 
system. Parts of it – such as some private and erstwhile ‘advantaged’ government 
schools may be good, even excellent, but the education system as a whole is not 
good. Beyond the benefits for democracy, a well educated population is good for 
economic growth, innovation and the embrace and mastery of technology – as well 
as underwriting state capacity. Getting to grips with the education deficit should be 
at the top of the agenda of any government committed to further entrenching our 
democracy. 

The Pernicious Effects of Inequality and Unemployment13

Another factor that imperils South Africa’s democracy is inequality. Perhaps even 
more than abject poverty, very high levels of inequality are likely to engender social 
tension. 

Interestingly, the pioneering work of Christian Houle has shown that inequality 
does not have a particularly close relation to the actual process of democratisation. 
But is does have significant implications for its sustainability. The more unequal 
a democracy, ceteris paribus, the more vulnerable it is to collapse.14 Simply put, a 
highly unequal society – measured by instruments such as the labour-share of GDP 
– is more vulnerable to regression from democracy than is a more equal society. 
South Africa does very badly. The high level of inequality, as measured by the 
Gini coefficient, threatens the cohesion of the social fabric. Excessive inequality, 
rather than abject poverty, is conducive to crime. It impacts negatively on people’s 
perception of the justness of the society. It splits the society not only into ‘two 
nations’ – the haves and the have-nots – but distances people from one another 
in multiple ways. It impacts negatively on equality of opportunity – not to speak 
of a reasonable equality of outcomes or resources. It disconnects the ‘masses’ from 

One of the most important tasks 
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the ‘elite’ and provides fodder for the worst kind of populist demagogues. Further, 
there is some evidence that too great a level of inequality is bad for long-term 
economic growth, especially off a relatively high base. And we know from the work 
of Przeworski et al (1999) that ‘democratic lock-in’ is conditioned by the level of per-
capita GDP. Economic growth may not drive a country to democratise, but once 
a country has become a democracy, the higher the real per-capita GDP, the more 
likely it is to remain a democracy.15

Added to the blight of inequality is the blight of 
unemployment. With an unemployment rate of 
around 25%, South Africa remains a country of people 
effectively excluded from productive economic activity 
and from the dignity that, in general, attaches to being 
employed. It also constitutes a constituency vulnerable 
to populist politics, xenophobic demagoguery as 
well as personal misery and the existential insecurity 
associated with joblessness and, often, abject poverty. 
Addressing the twin defects of extreme inequality and 
high levels of unemployment are policy imperatives 
for any government that takes office in light of the outcome of the 2014 elections. 

These twin blights of unemployment and poverty link back to education: economic 
growth of an order that will allow the economy to absorb the unemployed and 
further reduce poverty depends, among other factors, on human capital formation. 
The South African education system has been signally poor in the provision of skills 
and apprenticeships. This is one of the most intractable of the Apartheid ‘legacy 
effects’. 16 

Democracy and our ‘troublesome’ elites
The pivotal role of elites in securing democracy has been described in much of the 
international literature. 

A good point of departure is Nancy Bermeo’s key insight: democracies are seldom 
failed or let down by ‘ordinary people’.17 Rather, they are let down by elites. Hitler’s 
rise to power was not unaided by elite failure. The fate of many a Latin American 
democracy has not been unaffected by elite failure. Elites carry a major responsibility 
as custodians (and destroyers) of democracy, paradoxical as that may seem. Elites are 
more likely to be the enemies of democratic consolidation than ‘ordinary’ people.

One way to keep elites in check is to have mechanisms that render them accountable. 
This is where open, free and fair, competition between elites for the support of 
the populace, and alternation in government, come in. Holding elites accountable, 
term-limits, and being able to replace governments that are not to be performing 
well are important mechanisms for underwriting democracy. President Mandela set 
a commendable example when he stood down from office. A problem with South 
Africa’s ‘governing class’ is that it has, perhaps, become complacent: it arguably takes 
a return to political office for granted. Anecdotal evidence of this is reflected in 
President Jacob Zuma’s intimation that a single party will stay in office ‘until Jesus 
comes’!18 This attitude can only allow for increased corruption and embedded rent-
seeking behaviour.

South Africa’s governing elite has, in some key respects, performed well, in some, 
indifferently and, in yet others, poorly. Its behaviour relates in part to the origins 
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of the post-1994 dispensation: the ANC was (and still is) a classic ‘catch-all’ or 
‘broad church’ party – a feature characteristic of many, if not most, nationalist 
parties. Except that it was confined to whites, especially Afrikaans-speaking whites, 
the National Party was also a party of class-compromise and multi-constituency 
accommodation. It was for that reason that, ultimately, it fell apart. The ANC faces 
a similar problem and, perhaps, a similar longer-term future. Another problem lies 

in the electoral system: theoretically, as a closed-list 
proportional representation type system, it should issue 
in coalition governments. However the system, at the 
national level, has rendered members of parliament 
relatively immune to negative constituency sanction. 
List position depends on patronage from the apex – as 
it does in principle for all South African parties. The 
larger the party, the less say the voting populace has on 
the performance of individual members of parliament. 
The ANC’s unbroken incumbency over twenty years 

has also been reinforced by its ability to claim a special status as a party of liberation 
and by the well-established phenomenon of voter-behaviour ‘stickiness’. That is, 
whatever people might say by way of complaints, when the moment comes to cast a 
vote they tend to revert to their previously established preference.

Another problem that has beset the elite has been the allocation of ‘spoils’, which 
would likely be especially marked in a party that has evolved from a liberation 
movement. This compromises technocratic and bureaucratic efficiency for the 
purpose of political reward, and has doubtless contributed to the instances of 
dubious tender awards and other manifestations of corruption and rent-seeking. 

On the ‘plus’ side, South Africa’s consociational deal, with the ‘sunset’ provisions, has 
not issued in a political elite where the military, as in several Latin American cases – 
poses a threat to government. Some ANC groups are, perhaps, disposed to want to 
influence the judiciary and – by virtue of the typical ‘arrogance of power’ effect – to 
treat the constitution lightly. But there is little evidence of an unstable political class 
that is fractured to the point of precipitating a military coup. 

The State System
All of this leads us to a consideration of the state system. Fukuyama has identified 
three crucial requirements for a country to ‘become like Denmark’ – his ‘exemplar’ 
of a stable, prosperous, wealthy liberal democracy that scores exceptionally highly on 
all the key indicators of social well-being. These three requirements are an efficient 
state bureaucracy, governmental accountability and the rule of law.19 The efficiency 
of the state bureaucratic system in South Africa is seemingly uneven. Some parts 
are efficient, such as Treasury and the state revenue collection system (SARS). 
Other parts, if ‘service delivery protests’ are an indicator, are notably less so. The ‘rule 
of law, by and large, is commendable – though the capacity of the criminal justice 
system appears to be constrained. There has been a generally strong disposition to 
observe and protect the Constitution, in which ‘sovereignty’ resides, and which is, 
by almost any measure, exemplary. The accountability of government, however, has 
been compromised to some extent – especially at National level – by the closed-list, 
Proportional Representation system which has effectively removed geographically 
defined constituency representation in the National legislature, and which has made 
legislators dependent on the political party bosses and thus, by implication, patronage. 

Another problem that has beset the elite 
has been the allocation of ‘spoils’, which 
would likely be especially marked in a 
party that has evolved from a liberation 
movement. 
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If Fukuyama is correct, South Africa has mostly done well in terms of the ‘rule of 
law’ – though ongoing vigilance is needed. State bureaucratic capacity is, however, 
constrained by the serious limitations of the education system – especially with 
regard to the development of technical skills. The issue of accountability, however, 
would in our view need to be addressed by a serious attempt to revisit the electoral 
system. 

Democracy consolidating policy challenges 
Democracies of relatively ‘low quality’ are promoted by the effects of poverty, 
deep inequalities, state deficiencies and corruption. They are also underwritten by 
poor education. Any South African government taking office in 2014 will need to 
take up these challenges. Raising the economic growth rate – as the recent IMF 
report on South Africa has noted – is critical. Raising the economic growth rate 
considerably is imperative if any significant dent is to be made in unemployment. 
The education system – which remains expensive but of generally poor quality – 
stands in need of thorough-going reform and improvement. Such improvement 
will better contribute both to effective democratic participation and to the efficiency 
of the public bureaucracy. Corruption and rent-seeking needs to be contained and 
reduced.20 Finally, the closed-list PR electoral system, by which our particular 
version of representative democracy is defined, needs to be re-examined.
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