
DEMOCRACY CONFERENCE 

The hit and myth approach 
In the closing address to the 

conference, Van Zyl Slabbert 
stressed that democracy was 

an "instrumental value*: it 
could be used by a society to 
ralise or destroy its own poten* 
hi 
I With this in mind, and 
lew use of the worldwide desire 
lor democratic systems of gov* 
IrnmenL Slabbert warned that 
ft was necessary to be clear and 
cautious about some of the 
• y t h s concerning how to 
become 2 democracy and what a 
(democracy could deliver Some 
Retracts from his address follow: 

SOME MYTHS ON HOW TO BECOME A 
DEMOCRACY 

• There is only one reliable political 
Strategy that can guarantee a democratic 
outcome: Then* tire many and competing 
[claims about the democratic outcome of elite 
pacts, mass mobilisation, modernising oli­
garchies and revolutionary seizures of 
Bower. 

• Political tolerance has to be institu­
tionalised before democracy can survive: 

• h i s is to confuse cause with effect. Very 
p t en people negotiate because they have no 
Ihoice and deeply distrust each other 
Because of competing interests- Trust may be 
a consequence of their bargaining but it is 

a precondition. 
• Civil liberties have to be respected 

there can be democracy: This is part 
the same confusion.. Respect for civil 
ts is part of the democratic bargain - not 

precondition for it 
Democracy cannot come about in a 

state of violence and instability: Not true, 
Rferv often democracies are born out erf such 

• 

• state. Violence and instabilitv are verv 
|Dtten the response to a prolonged period of 

domination and stability 
DEMOCRATIC OUTCOME 
I mention these mvths about how to 

me a demi* r.u \ in underline a simple 
t: We in South Africa must stop looking for 

uses for not getting on tvith the job of negoti-
\ng a democratic outcome. We must stop pos-

g, morally outbidding and playing one 
upmanship on preferred strategies, violence, 
tolerance and civil rights. 

Our past has scarred and polarised us so 
much that it is futile to expect us to love and 
trust one another bejore we enter into bar­
gaining... For the moment, our saving grace 
appears to be that enough key political 

JCHT pursue democracy as means 
towards unlocking potential 

actors serm to m i t e that we haw no choice 
but to bargain for democracy if we hope to 
avert a catastrophe. 

SOME MYTHS ABOUT WHAT 
DEMOCRACY CAN DELIVER 

• Democracy will bring about growth 
and economic efficiency: This is perhaps the 
most dangerous myth for South Africa. If 
political groupings are economically illiter­
ate before the onset of democracy there is 
nothing in democracy per se that guarantees 
such literacy. That is why the economic 
debate must be engaged before, during and 
after democratisation of our society 

• Democracy will bring about efficient 
administration: Verv often democratisation 
can, initially at least, lead to increasing inef­
ficiency because of a wider range of interest 
groups having access to decision*making. 
Autocracies/military regimes display great 
repressive efficiency which very often 
induces nostalgia in some sections of the 
population for the "good old days". 

• Democracy will bring about enduring 
stability: Groups, parties and movements 
with recently acquired autonomy will test 
certain rules, protest against the actions of 
certain institutions and even insist on rene­
gotiating their side of the bargain 

I make these points about some of the 
myths concerning what democracy can 
deliver to drive home the simple truth: a 
democratic constitution cannot guarantee com-
mitment, efficiency, loyalty, stability or growth, 
hut it can reflect it. 

Democracy has the capacity to unleash the 
potential of our country, to involve the 
broadest possible spectrum of our people's 
creative talent and abilities, to release the 
most available sources of information and 
overall, and over time, improve our ability 
to adjust and respond to changes in our I 

domestic and external environment 
PRINCIPLES THAT MAKE 
DEMOCRACY FEASIBLE 

What is democracy^ This question 
has lost a great deal of its controversy 
in recent times. The pitched ideologi­
cal battles signalled by such qualifica­
tions as 'people's democracy", or 
"total", "guided", "one party" or 
whatever, have to a large extent ran 
out of steam. 

If one accepts that a modern politi­
cal democracy is a system of gover­
nance in which rulers are held 
accountable for their actions in the 
public realm by citizens acting indi­
rectly through the competition and 

co-operation of their elected representatives, 
then there is a growing convergence of opin­
ion that such a system of governance reflects 
a broad acceptance by that society of three 
fundamental principles which make democ­
racy feasible. 

Firstly, the party that wins an election 
does not use its victory to deny its oppo­
nents to win some other time, and where 
those who lose accept the right of those who 
win to take binding decisions over every­
body else tcontingent consent}. 

Secondly, all democracies have to institu-
tionalise political uncertainty - uncertainty 
about electoral outcomes and policy shifts. It 
is not a limitless uncertaintv in which so<> 
ety is at the mercv of the capricious will of a 
majority or individual or party 

The uncertainty is bounded by constitu­
tional guarantees of privacy, property, indi­
vidual liberties and most important, 
competition between interest groups and co­
operation within civil society. 

Thirdly the institution of political •mot1 

dure* which includes that control over gov­
ernment policy decisions is vested in elected 
officials, universal franchise, freedom of 
expression and association, and the right of 
citizens to seek out alternative sources of 
information which arc protected by law. 

VISION 
If I have to formulate a vision for South 

Africa on democracy it has two components. 
Firstly those who bargain for a democratic 
constitution do so with a view that not they, 
but their fiercest opponents will be the first 
political beneficiaries. This will induce cau­
tion and moderation and deepen reflection 
on how to constrain the abuse of power 

Secondly, that we in South Africa pursue 
democracy not as an end in itself, hoping that 
it will deliver chc impossible, bur as a means 
towards unlocking incredible potential. • 


