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Introduction

South Africa occupies a singular position on the global stage as a nation that has
undergone profound political transformation within living memory. The journey from
colonial subjugation and institutionalized racial oppression under apartheid to the
blossoming of a non-racial democracy in 1994 represents one of the most significant
political shifts of the twentieth century. This transformation did not occur overnight
nor was it without hardship; it involved decades of resistance, courageous leadership,
and an unyielding aspiration for justice and equality.

This book, “The Politics of South Africa: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
South Africa,” is written to provide a clear, comprehensive exploration of the country’s
political system, the historical currents that shaped it, and the contemporary realities
which now define it. Although South Africa is celebrated worldwide for its inspirational
transition to democracy, the complexities and the contradictions of its political
development remain immense and instructive—for South Africans and outsiders alike.

At the heart of South Africa’s political architecture lies its Constitution, widely
regarded as one of the most progressive in the world. The establishment of a three-
tier system of government, an independent judiciary, and an inclusive electoral
system form the backbone of a representative democracy designed to redress past
injustices and ensure the protection of fundamental rights. However, while the
institutional framework is strong, the implementation and evolution of democratic
governance remain works in progress, continually tested by changing social,
economic, and political challenges.

Since 1994, South African politics has been characterized by the dominance of the
African National Congress, the persistent legacies of apartheid, and the ongoing quest
for social justice and equitable development. Yet, recent developments—most notably
the outcome of the 2024 general election and the formation of a coalition
government—signal a possible watershed moment in the evolution of South Africa’s
democracy. The emergence of coalition politics, alongside calls for greater
accountability and responsive governance, underscores a new phase in the country’s
democratic journey.

Despite the progress made, South Africa’s political landscape is marked by persistent
issues: high unemployment, inequality, corruption, and the struggle to forge a
cohesive national identity in the wake of its divided past. These challenges test the
resilience of democratic institutions and the ingenuity of political leadership, while
shaping everyday life for citizens across the country.
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Ultimately, this book aims to equip readers—students, educators, policymakers, and
anyone interested in South African affairs—with a nuanced understanding of the
country’s political system: its history, institutions, actors, and prospects. By drawing
upon a detailed examination of both the past and present, “The Politics of South
Africa” highlights not only the achievements but also the unfinished work of building a
just, inclusive, and accountable democracy.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Deep Roots of South African
History

To understand the political landscape of modern South Africa, one must first delve into
its incredibly deep past. This is a land that has been inhabited by humans and their
ancient ancestors for millions of years, a place where the very origins of humanity are
etched into the fossil record. Long before the arrival of European ships or the
migrations of Bantu-speaking farmers, the southern tip of Africa was home to distinct
groups of people whose way of life was intimately connected to the environment
around them.

These earliest known inhabitants are collectively referred to as the Khoisan. The term
itself is a combination of "Khoi" and "San," representing two culturally distinct but
related groups. The San, often known as Bushmen, were primarily hunter-gatherers,
their lives dictated by the movements of game and the availability of edible plants.
They were incredibly skilled trackers and possessed a profound knowledge of the
southern African flora and fauna. Archaeological evidence, such as the ancient rock art
found in various parts of the country, provides glimpses into their spiritual beliefs and
daily lives.

The Khoikhoi, on the other hand, were pastoralists, their wealth measured in herds of
cattle and sheep. This introduced a different dynamic to their existence, one that
involved seasonal migration in search of suitable grazing lands. While distinct, the San
and Khoikhoi shared linguistic similarities, particularly the characteristic "click" sounds
that are a notable feature of their languages, some of which have even been
incorporated into modern South African languages like Xhosa and Zulu. These groups
occupied the land for thousands of years, adapting to diverse environments, from the
coastal regions to the arid interior.

Around 2,000 years ago, a new wave of people began to arrive in southern Africa:
Bantu-speaking communities. This migration was part of a much larger demographic
movement that swept across much of the African continent over millennia. These
newcomers brought with them agricultural practices and, crucially, the knowledge of
working with iron. This marked the beginning of the Iron Age in southern Africa, a
period that would fundamentally change the social and economic landscape.

The arrival of Bantu-speaking farmers introduced a settled way of life based on
cultivating crops like sorghum and beans, and raising domesticated animals. This
contrasted with the more nomadic existence of the Khoisan. The ability to work iron
allowed for the creation of more efficient tools for farming and, perhaps less happily,
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for warfare. As these communities spread, they established villages and developed
more complex social structures, with chiefdoms emerging in some areas.

The interaction between the incoming Bantu-speaking groups and the indigenous
Khoisan was varied. In some cases, there was assimilation and cultural exchange, with
some Khoisan adopting aspects of the farming and herding lifestyle. In other
instances, the expansion of the farming communities led to the displacement of
Khoisan populations, particularly as the need for land for crops and cattle grew. The
archaeological record reveals the spread of Iron Age settlements, often located near
reliable water sources and arable land, indicating a shift in how people interacted with
and utilized the environment.

The development of metalworking skills also fostered trade networks, both within
southern Africa and with communities further afield. Sites like Mapungubwe, which
flourished between 900 and 1300 CE, provide evidence of sophisticated political and
material cultures engaged in long-distance trade, including with East Africa and
possibly even further into the Indian Ocean world. These early kingdoms, based on
control over resources like cattle and access to trade, represent the emergence of
larger, more complex political entities in the region.

While these early societies had their own forms of governance and social organization,
they were largely localized or regional in their influence. The concept of a unified
"South Africa" was still many centuries away. The political structures that existed were
rooted in kinship, communal decision-making, and the authority of chiefs or elders.
Land was often held communally, and access to resources was governed by customary
laws and traditions.

The pre-colonial history of southern Africa, therefore, is not a single, monolithic story,
but rather a tapestry woven from the diverse experiences of different groups of
people. The hunter-gatherer traditions of the San, the pastoralism of the Khoikhoi, and
the agricultural and metallurgical advancements of the Bantu-speaking communities
all contributed to the rich and complex human landscape that existed before the
arrival of Europeans. This foundational history is crucial to understanding the
subsequent political developments, as it laid the groundwork for the diverse
populations and competing claims to land and resources that would shape South
Africa's future.
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