Democratization is the term that refers to the action taken to make something democratic.  However, this term oversimplifies a complex and dynamic process that requires not only the “action of democratization,” but two groups of actors are that are integral to the process.  These two groups of actors, the leaders and followers are required to ensure the creation of a successful and lasting democratic state. In the case of South Africa’s democratization, leaders Frederick Willem De Klerk and Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela emerged from their vastly different backgrounds with an uncharacteristic, yet progressive attitude and approach to the apartheid system. Despite, De Klerk’s and Mandela’s exceptionally different experiences, their backgrounds helped to serve each, individually and together, prior to negotiations, during the negotiating process, and in their emergence of leadership after the election.
Born on July 18, 1918, Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela grew up in a segregated and racist nation under the law of British colonial rule (Benson 13). The separation of races increased even more under the apartheid law, which was implemented in 1948 by the Afrikaner National Party. The racism that he was exposed to during his upbringing hinted toward inclination to resent the white civilians of South Africa, to desire equality, and to use whatever means necessary to obtain this equality. Even his Xhosa name, Rolihlahla, translated to ‘stirring up trouble,’ seemed to indicate a predisposition to accept violence as a means to gain equality and representation (Benson 16).

As a newly elected executive of the African National Congress, Mandela pointed out that previous ANC leaders had acted “n the apparent hope that by pleading their cause they would persuade the authorities to change their hearts and extend to them all the rights they were demanding” (Benson 38). Mandela’s stance was that pressure must be exerted to force authorities to grant their demands. He organized and coordinated activities that created this pressure, such as protests, strikes, boycotts, non-cooperation, and civil disobedience.  Mandela criticized organizers whose activities were not well-controlled and led to police attacks.  This critical tendency gave Mandela the reputation of being hot-tempered.   

The ANC and Mandela were distressed that the long struggle of disciplined non-violent protests had made no progress. It was obvious that if non-violent protests had been defeated by massacres, violent tactics would be met with a more intentional and devastating force.  In 1961, the ANC expressed a policy of non-violence, but no longer disapproved of violent acts, if properly controlled (Benson 106).  

In 1964, Nelson Mandela was sentenced to prison for life.  The majority of Mandela’s twenty-seven year imprisonment was served in solitary confinement in the maximum-security prison on Robben Island (Benson 168). The conditions Mandela faced were described as ‘torture by mind-breaking;’ hundreds of men and women were locked in jails and police cells and were physically tortured by electric shock, near-suffocation, and repeated assaults (Benson 168).  Despite the horrible treatment Mandela endured, his composure even impressed the prison workers who treated him with slight reverence, which gave him the ability to break certain rules and push to gain allowances (Benson 168).  

It was remarkable that in spite of the oppression and abuse that Mandela endured as so many other black South Africans did; he emerged from this treatment with a vision that was not influenced by resentment, anger, or violence. Instead, he preached for a peaceful transition to obtain equality, transition that was pushed by negotiations and marches.  
Just as Mandela was socialized under the law of the apartheid, so too was Frederick Willem De Klerk.  Born to a father who had been a cabinet minister and president of the Senate under the apartheid government, De Klerk was regularly exposed to the principles that supported the racist apartheid system (Westlake 30).  As a young nationalist politician, De Klerk supported the apartheid, not, as he later insisted, because it promised indefinite continuation of racial order.  Instead, he claimed to support it because it seemed to offer the only feasible solution to the conflict caused by Afrikaner demands for freedom and the increasing black challenge to apartheid (Westlake 30). 

De Klerk’s support for the apartheid, regardless of his reasons, appealed to the white voters of South Africa. He deliberately built up his conservative image to achieve confidence in the Afrikaner constituency (Westlake 31).  On September 6, 1989, F.W. De Klerk was elected President of South Africa (Westlake 36).  In all likelihood, he owed his position as President largely to the voters’ perception that he was conservative and would only make minor alterations within the apartheid law. The voters’ belief was rational as nothing in De Klerk’s past foreshadowed such a controversial act as terminating the apartheid system. 

However, de Klerk’s position regarding the apartheid changed. De Klerk denied that his decision to reform was a sudden conversion that was undeveloped (Westlake 36).  Rather, he contended that he shifted his thinking in 1985-1986, when the National Party abandoned ‘separate development’ as apartheid was officially called (Westlake 36). After his election, but the day prior to his inauguration President De Klerk granted permission for more than twenty thousand anti-apartheid activist to march in the streets of Cape Town (Ottaway 73). This showed De Klerk’s acceptance of all individuals’ opinions.  More broadly, this action demonstrated that De Klerk was willing to make changes that previous rulers were not, specifically with regard to the ruin of the apartheid.

Considering De Klerk’s exposure to the advantages of the apartheid system, enforced by his father’s role in government and his life as a white male in South Africa it is amazing that F.W. De Klerk was even open to the thought of change.  In addition, the mere fact that he owed the success of his election to the voters’ perception that he was conservative, reinforced any positive views he might have had toward the existence of the apartheid.  However, in the face of influences and reinforcements, De Klerk recognized and accepted the need for change and led the process to do so.
Both F.W. De Klerk and Nelson Mandela had set forth preconditions that they had outlined for the negotiation process to proceed.  The leader’s eventually carried these requests out on little more than faith.  It was the responsibility of each individual to ensure that the other’s efforts did not go without recompense.  This leap of faith became especially difficult when either De Klerk or Mandela did something rather controversial and constituents disproved or questioned actions the leaders took.  The meeting of these preconditions set the standard for the negotiations that lay ahead.


Without De Klerk, Mandela could not make any progress in terms of negotiations. In 1985, President Botha proposed the release of Nelson Mandela provided Mandela renounced violence as a political instrument (Thompson 244).  Mandela rejected this offer, based on the fact that he would have remained confined by apartheid (Thompson 244).  Instead, Mandela developed a plan to negotiate a way out of the South African conflict (Thompson 244).  He wrote the minister of justice, Kobie Coetsee, and requested an interview, which led to a series of secret meetings (Thompson 244).  In January 1989, Mandela sent President Botha a memorandum he had drafted (Thompson 244).  The memorandum included a rough outline of a negotiated settlement.  If there was to be a peaceful transition, Mandela realized that a way had to be found to reconcile the African National Congress (ANC) demand for majority rule with, “the insistence of whites on structural guarantees that majority rule will not mean domination of the white minority by blacks” (Thompson 244). However, after his initial offer, Botha refused to negotiate with Mandela (Thompson 244).  Mandela’s expectations were too optimistic considering the individual he was negotiating with.  His refusal of Botha’s proposal and attempt to negotiate showed Mandela’s willingness to place trust in the government’s leadership.  Although Mandela’s trust was misplaced, had the recipient of his proposal been more dedicated to reform, Mandela would have been willing to make sacrifices.


The example of an individual in power who was dedicated to bring about reform, and recognized this same commitment in Mandela was F.W. De Klerk.  De Klerk recognized that Mandela was an essential piece in the negotiation process, and because of this De Klerk complied with many of the requirements the ANC put forth.  He took measures to persuade ANC members to negotiate.  However, De Klerk’s early actions did not influence ANC members to negotiate.  They held a strong position on the immediate need for a democratic, nonracial South Africa.  In early December 1989, Mandela challenged De Klerk as a result of talks he had had with leaders of the Mass Democratic Movement (Davenport 8).  During meetings held on December 12 and 13 of 1989, Mandela rejected De Klerk’s demands that the ANC should unilaterally abandon the violent struggle and its association with the South African Communist Party (Davenport 8).  This was a bold move considering that Mandela still resided in prison, and De Klerk had not yet received any compensation for the measures he had taken. De Klerk could have easily lost trust in Mandela’s willingness to negotiate.  However, Mandela’s influence was increased as other ANC members refused to negotiate. Thus, Mandela caused De Klerk to conform to additional preconditions that he, as leader of the ANC set.  


After De Klerk had proven his dedication to reform, the ANC declared its willingness to negotiate in its Harare Declaration of August 1989 (Johnson and Schlemmer 22).  Mandela insisted that its demand for majority rule in a nonracial state would have to be dealt with (Davenport 8). Mandela proposed a two-step process including a meeting to create the proper climate for negotiations and the negotiations (Davenport 8-9).  In the Declaration, the ANC specified preconditions to be met before negotiations could begin.  The preconditions set included the following: release of Nelson Mandela, acceptance of political exiles home, negotiations of the release of political prisoners and build up of political organizations of the parties that had been banned (Johnson and Schlemmer 25). 

 In August 1990, after De Klerk made a public announcement of plans regarding the negotiations, Mandela announced a unilateral termination of the armed struggle (Davenport 9).   This was the sole precondition set forth by the National Party, led by De Klerk.  Both sides showed their commitment through their cooperation and compliance with preconditions set out by the other party. Thus, in January 1991 when Mandela called for an all-party congress to prepare for a constituent assembly, the government readily agreed to it (Davenport 9-10) 

De Klerk felt it was in his best interest to negotiate a settlement from a position of strength, while his government still dominated the nation.  He took the first step toward radical change in South Africa on February 2, 1990 when he addressed Parliament in a surprising speech (Thompson 245).  

In his address, De Klerk expressed his vision of drastic change within South Africa.  He argued that this change would come from a process of negotiations that required a number of alterations in the current system including: lift on bans of political organizations, release of political prisoners, suspension of capital punishment, reform emergency security laws, lift nationwide state of emergency, abolish emergency media regulations that restricted coverage of black political activities, and repeal the Separate Amenities Act of 1953 (Ottaway 75-76). All of these had been preconditions set forth by the ANC to proceed with formal negotiations. As a grand finale to this speech, De Klerk announced the unconditional release of Nelson Mandela, which met another precondition, set by the ANC.  With his speech, De Klerk promoted trust within the government for negotiations, which led to the destruction of the Grand Apartheid.

In a society where black political activism had been not only taboo, but banned for decades, President De Klerk granted permission and even endorsed many precedent-setting events. After he was elected, De Klerk gave an assurance that a referendum be called to pass any necessary constitutional amendments (Westlake 37). He realized that to guarantee the reality of reform, the consent of a majority of whites was needed (Westlake 37). This meant he had to be extremely cautious if he planned on accomplishing what he envisioned. De Klerk granted the ANC followers permission to hold a welcome- home rally seven days later, which eighty thousand individuals attended (Ottaway 73).  He refused power to the National Security Management System, who practiced police and military repression set up with the sole purpose to hold the anti-apartheid movement from becoming too powerful (Ottaway 73).  On December 13 1990, De Klerk met with Mandela and developed a personal relationship that was needed for negotiations to be started and completed successfully (Ottaway 74).  


In forcing the pace of change, De Klerk had to continuously remove obstacles that led to the negotiating process.  De Klerk was willing to work toward this process, as he was committed to the cause and Mandela had meant the sole condition set out by his party. De Klerk realized that primary change had to come from the government before the ANC would be willing proceed, in which case it met the National Party’s main contention that the liberation movements renounce violence and disband their military operations (Johnson and Schlemmer 25).

After Mandela and De Klerk proved to one another that each was trust worthy and committed, the actual negotiation process began.  De Klerk and Mandela began the process of negotiation with very different political and constitutional aims in mind.  However, despite the odds against such an outcome, both De Klerk and Mandela agreed on their commitment to lead South Africa toward a democratic, nonracial future (Thompson 245). However, both realized that neither could succeed in the process without the other. 

Formal negotiations began in December of 1991(Thompson 247).  Nineteen political organizations, represented by 228 delegates met as the Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA) (Thompson 247).  Members of the National Party and the ANC were the main actors at CODESA.  By June 1992, CODESA had agreed on the basic principles to be included in the democratic constitution including: universal adult suffrage, a bill of rights that included political and civil rights, an independent judiciary with power to declare legislation unconstitutional, elimination of the Homeland governments, and an incorporation of their territories into a new set of regions (Thompson 248). 

As a result of ethnic massacres initiated by the police, the ANC called off negotiations and organized a general strike (Thompson 248). However, on September 26, 1992, De Klerk and Mandela agreed on the Record of Understanding, which implemented the resumption of formal multiparty negotiations (Johnson and Schlemmer 28).  This was an example that demonstrated De Klerk and Mandela’s ability to come together, confront the issue at hand, and compromise that showed the exceptional leadership of two individuals.  

In February 1993, the National Party and ANC decided that an election would be held in April 1994 for a new parliament, which would act as the legislature and constitution assemble, charged with devising a permanent constitution (Thompson 249).  In November 1993, De Klerk, Mandela, and leaders from eighteen additional parties signed a temporary constitution. (Thompson 249). The leaders included the 'sunset clauses' into the Interim Constitution.  These clauses guaranteed a role in government for some minority parties during the transitional period (Johnson and Schlemmer 28).  

 The explanation of the success of these negotiations lay in the leaders flexibility and adaptation to new situations.  Both individuals recognized the necessity to work together, despite their differences. F.W. De Klerk and Mandela were forced to make sacrifices due to the fact that their ideologies did differ.  However, this was essential for the negotiation process to be deemed a success.  

Mandela was aware that his goals would more likely be met if he formed a partnership with De Klerk. Mandela stated: 

I never sought to undermine Mr. De Klerk, for the practical reason that the weaker he was, the weaker the negotiating process.  To make peace with an enemy, one must work with that enemy, and that enemy becomes your partner (Westlake 40).  

With this partnership, Mandela understood he needed the critical ability to let go and compromise, which he exercised.  Mandela held strong to basic principles, but also made a number of sacrifices in negotiations in order to ensure their success.  Mandela knew when he could hold firm to what he wanted in negotiations and when he had to alter his approach.  For instance, after the assassination of Chris Hani, the ANC’s leader of management, widespread public violence was immediate (Davenport 17).  This influenced Mandela to alter his approach to negotiations, in which moderation appealed to him (Davenport 17).  This was a clever move on Mandela’s part, because within two weeks it had led to an agreement to hold elections by the end of April 1994, an issue that had been negotiated for months (Davenport 17).  This was just one example of the many intelligent steps Mandela took to guarantee the success of the negotiations.


In addition, De Klerk acknowledged Mandela’s essential role in negotiations, thus he accepted the possibility of an alternative to his methods.  De Klerk admitted that Mandela “could play an important part,” in the process of negotiations (Ottaway 76). The fact that De Klerk recognized Mandela’s importance and included him in negotiations, showed De Klerk’s willingness to sacrifice in order to reach a common agreement. 

While it was clear that De Klerk and his negotiators did end up with less than they initially sought out, the question remained if their initial goals were realistic.  In its original proposal, the National Party proposed a scheme for power sharing: a multiparty presidency, consisting of the leader of the three biggest parties in the First House was said to be based on Switzerland’s political system (Westlake 42-43).  The model was criticized by opposition, including the ANC, and was seen as an attempt to smuggle a white veto into the new constitution (Westlake 43).  Although the proposal was merely an opening bid for negotiations, it directed attention toward the difficult problem of sustaining democracy in such a deeply divided society.  The NP also demanded decentralization in a federal state, which the ANC resisted (Westlake 43). Even newspapers sympathetic to the National Party accused it of having sold out in the constitutional negotiations (Westlake 42).

Throughout the transition period, the success of the process relied heavily on the leaders’ ability to assume new roles.  The leaders’ capacity to perform these roles was largely dependent on their attitude and qualities. De Klerk’s and Mandela’s ability to accept leadership in various situations demonstrated their essential role in the transition process and thereafter.  

 De Klerk’s role as President was to serve his constituency that consisted of white voters.  Although it was clear that the majority of white South Africans wanted reform, there was not an agreement on a single method.  However, in the four-year transitional period, which started on February 2, 1990 and concluded with the elections in April 1994, not a single member of either cabinet or caucus departed (Westlake 41).  All four provincial National Party leaders gave De Klerk their complete support, and it was only the less influential cabinet ministers who sporadically expressed uncertainties (Westlake 41).  Therefore, it can be inferred that De Klerk represented his people in the best manner, and led them to a completely new and positive South Africa.


A quality that increased De Klerk’s effectiveness as a leader was his rational thinking.  From the time De Klerk announced his initiative he never doubted that he had done the right thing (Westlake 38).  This revealed the consistency of his state of mind, which later provided him with the self-assurance needed during the controversies that marked the transition.  


In addition to rational thinking, De Klerk’s courage was purposeful and evident in his stance that would ultimately lead to his loss of power.  In a speech on January 21, 1997, De Klerk reflected on his dedication to reform and the ramifications this entitled:


The decision to surrender the right to national sovereignty is certainly one of the most painful that any leader or people can ever be asked to take…Most nations would be prepared to risk total war and catastrophe rather than to surrender this right.  Yet, this was the decision we had to take (Westlake 42).

De Klerk’s action of choosing to step down is not admirable simply as a quality of a leader. Rather this decision and ability, showed his strong and respectable character. Throughout all of history, there existed wars, violence, corruption, and crisis that were caused to ensure continued power to the leader of the nation.   F.W. De Klerk defied this tendency of powerful leaders, and did something with a magnitude of greater esteem and respect.

As a leader, he was able to act as an authority figure and defined what was acceptable behavior in the struggle under the apartheid.  Even during negotiations Mandela was able to lead his people influencing their attitudes and approaches. When De Klerk announced a referendum regarding the desire to reform Mandela showed his unofficial authority power. This referendum, De Klerk stated was for white voters only, despite he’s early statement that all South Africans should be able to vote. He persuaded his followers not to disturb this outdated plan for a white-only poll; regardless of the aggression it caused many blacks to feel. (Davenport 12).


On May 10,1994, Mandela took the Presidential oath (Thompson 254).  It was in this position that Mandela was able to have influence over every citizen. However, he never dictated. Instead, he took the role of representative of the people. Mandela considered the black and the white South Africans.  He went to great lengths to allay white fears, opening his door to right-wing leaders (Thompson 271).  Mandela made numerous statements commenting on the right for all people, including whites to live and remain equal under the law in South Africa. His representation of the people and push for the success of democracy was evident in his series of journeys to Europe and the United States.  Mandela expressed the purpose of these trips was solely to articulate South Africa’s need for aid to ensure the success of democracy (Thompson 262-263).


In addition, Mandela paid tribute to his old rival, and new partner, F.W. de Klerk who was appointed as a second executive deputy president (Thompson 254). Mandel could have easily dismissed De Klerk once he was elected into the Presidency. However, this act showed Mandela’s respect for the De Klerk’s sacrifice of power, and his admiration of De Klerk as a fellow leader and colleague. The principles behind this action indicate qualities of a strong, rational, and compassionate leader.    

It was remarkable that F.W. De Klerk and Nelson Mandela emerged from their immensely different backgrounds, only to find one another in the same search of reform in South Africa. The experiences that affected each, allowed them to share their unique perspective and create a new South Africa taking into account one another’s point of view. These individual’s socialization influenced their trust in one another, need for each other, willingness to make sacrifices and modifications, and the qualities that each possessed as a leader after the 1994 elections. The two national leaders were heroes at home and abroad.  They were deservedly granted the Nobel Peace Prize among other various awards.  The action and accomplishments of these two individuals set a precedent in politics: one in which the focus is not on the possible damage one can cause to its enemy, but rather on what the possible agreements the parties can come to.  While some individuals, countries, and groups have yet to internalize this approach, it remains the method with the highest respect attached to it.
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