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THE NATIONAL DIALOGUE/ CONVENTION 

(CWAO Discussion Document) 

 

The South African government, the Thabo Mbeki Foundation and other Foundations, 

including the FW De Klerk Foundation, are convening a National Convention at 

Nasrec from 15 to 17 August as the first phase of the process of a National Dialogue.   

They are intending to invite working class organizations and other organizations to 

participate in the National Dialogue process and National Convention.  The 

organizers of the National Convention are claiming that the National Convention will 

be a true “Parliament of the People, controlled by the people”. 

It is important therefore for working class organizations to develop their attitude 

towards the National Dialogue and National Convention. SAFTU has already 

decided to participate in the National Convention. In the meeting of the Campaign to 

Scrap the Labour Law Amendment Bills on the 8th July 2025, different views were 

articulated as to how to relate to the Dialogue/Convention.  In the Campaign 

meeting, CWAO called for non-participation in these processes. In this discussion 

document we share our reasoning as to why we are calling for non-participation.  

To develop an attitude and approach to the National Dialogue and Convention it is 

helpful to understand where the proposal comes from, the driving forces behind it 

and what it is trying to achieve. 

What is this National Dialogue/Convention? 

The idea of a national dialogue was announced more than a year ago by Thabo 

Mbeki, the former President of the country. It was then endorsed by the ANC 

National Executive Committee (NEC) and later by the Government of National Unity 

(GNU). 

In his letter to John Steenhuizen, the leader of the DA, to convince him of the need 

for the national dialogue, Thabo Mbeki outlines how the idea of the national dialogue 

evolved, its objectives and processes.  

In a nutshell: 

• Foundations, such as the Thabo Mbeki Foundation, FW De Klerk, Kgalema 

Motlanthe and so on, have been working, over the past year with 50 other civil 

society organizations, on the process of the National Dialogue. 

• A National Convention will be convened on the 15th, 16th and 17th of August 

as the first phase of the National Dialogue. A second National Convention will 

be convened to sum up the process of dialogue. 
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• Participation in the National Convention will by “constituency” and 

approximately twenty different constituencies are to be constituted. Examples 

of such “constituencies” are women, youth, organized labour, political parties, 

business etc. Each constituency will be allocated a certain number of 

delegates to attend the National Convention and they must elect delegates to 

the National Convention. These constituencies will also be guided as to the 

election of the Steering Committee at the National Dialogue. 

• An “Eminent Persons Group” has been constituted whose task is to 

encourage people to participate in the national dialogue and convention.  

• The National Convention will then discuss two questions. 

o What is the South Africa that we want? 

o What is the South Africa that we do not want? 

• The first National Convention is not going to take any positions on these 

questions.  

• Rather at the National Convention a Steering Committee will be formed which 

will thereafter organise localized dialogues where the public will be invited to 

come and say what kind of South African they want. The localized discussion 

will take place in churches, halls, wards, districts, communities, sectors and 

so on.  

• The discussions at local and district levels will feed into a second National 

Convention which will then summarize the kind of South Africa people want 

and guide the South African government for the next 30 years.  

• This 30-year plan will be developed into a social compact between civil 

society, business, labour and the state, with each having clear responsibilities. 

• All of this must happen over a period of nine months.  

• An Inter-Ministerial committee will also be set up to action issues that might 

arise during the dialogue process which cannot wait till the Second National 

Convention. 

• The initial budget for the whole process was R700 million. 

 

Why is the National Dialogue and Convention being convened now? 

Presently, the wealth and privileges of white middle classes and capitalist class are 

firmly entrenched, consolidated and protected. We know that the GNU has continued 

where the previous ANC government left off – there is no end to the neo-liberal and 

austerity policies: Operation Vulindlela is steaming ahead with privatization, ranging 

from Eskom to Transnet and to parts of local government; workers’ rights are under 
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attack with the new proposed amendments to labour laws and the declaration of 

certain functions in the habours and ports as essential services, banning those 

workers from striking. 

Currently, there is no threat to this economic dominance of the capitalist class. It is 

basically in the driving seat and have in effect taken over the state. In all the crisis 

committees that are set up by the Presidency, business is dominating, providing the 

resources, the research and the personnel to restructure state assets. Recently, a 

group of Concerned Legal Professionals and Public Interest Advocates sounded the 

alarm that Business for South Africa (B4SA) and the National Logistics Crisis 

Committee (NLCC) are “operating as a quasi-governmental authority”. With direct 

access to the Presidency, they are systematically dismantling and privatizing state 

assets. 

This then begs the question:  Why now is the state convening a dialogue to engage 

the masses when it’s clear that the ruling class is firmly entrenched in its position of 

wealth and power? 

At this conjuncture, the parliamentary political system and the ANC are two critical 

elements of the political rule of the South African ruling class. And has been so since 

1994. In 1994 the ANC and big business made a political deal. Big business agreed 

and accepted that the black majority should be granted formal political rights and 

freedom. The ANC, in exchange, had to ensure that the black majority accepts the 

continuation of capitalism and protect the wealth of the white ruling class. The ANC 

had to convince the black majority to give their political consent to a form of 

democratic rule in South Africa that is based on cheap black labour.  

Three decades into the post-apartheid South Africa, the majority of the people have 

become disillusioned with parliamentary and electoral politics and are questioning 

the true meaning of freedom. Neo-liberalism has deprived the working class of its 

socio-economic rights such as the right to housing, education, healthcare, water and 

sanitation. The masses have lost complete confidence and hope in parliament and 

voting. They have given up hope that change will come through the vote and 

parliament. Only 39,4% of the total voting population of 41,4million participated in the 

elections. More than 60% of the total voting population – that is 24,8 million did not 

bother to participate in the process of elections and stayed away. 

The disillusionment with parliamentary politics is also reflected in the dramatic 

electoral decline of the ANC. The ANC obtained only 40,2% of the votes in the 2024 

national elections, meaning it got only 6,5 million votes. At the height of its popularity 

in 1994, the ANC received over 12 million votes.  Though the GNU is continuing to 

consolidate the wealth and power of big business, it does not enjoy widespread 

legitimacy and support. The ANC’s own alliance partners do not support the GNU.  

With the electoral demise of the ANC the ruling class no longer has a single electoral 

party that has the political consent of the masses to anchor its political rule. This 
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represents a crisis of representation for them and their 1994 political project. The 

ANC has been central in ensuring not only the survival of capitalism in South Africa 

but also that the wealth and power of the white minority is protected and enhanced. 

Whilst the GNU has largely continued with the pro-capitalist policies of the previous 

ANC governments, the GNU is unstable and punctuated with uncertainties. 

With local government elections taking place next year (2026), the ruling class needs 

to find a way of restoring the legitimacy and credibility of the 1994 political project 

and manufacture political legitimacy for the ANC/DA Coalition Government.  

The national dialogue is the vehicle to restore this legitimacy. In his letter to John 

Steenhuzen, Thabo Mbeki explicitly states that this is the key objective of the 

national dialogue: 

“We, the Foundations that are signatories hereto…call upon the people of South 

Africa to join in a National Dialogue to re-orientate the direction of our nation… 

We, the Foundations as leading social institutions, believe that an urgent, inclusive, 

citizen-led, national intervention is required to restore the legitimacy, credibility and 

enhancement of the South African democratic project”.  

It is no accident that the national dialogue process will take place over a nine-month 

period, extending into 2026, the year of the local government elections. The national 

dialogue process will round up its work before the local government elections. Its 

report, formulated into new 30-year plan, will be presented as a new vision for 

government, and in that way it is hoped that the 1994 political project will be restored 

and legitimized. 

The National Dialogue: just another talk-shop  

The National Dialogue is supposed to find out from the people what kind of South 

Africa they want and don’t want. We are more than 30 years into the post-apartheid 

South Africa and yet the ANC government and the capitalist class are saying they do 

not know what the people want. There was the ANC’s Freedom Charter and the 

Reconstruction and Development Plan (RDP) that outlined what the masses wanted 

as basic improvements. Instead of a decent life, the masses are confronted with 

unemployment, poverty, precarious forms of work and poverty-wages and a 

collapsing social fabric. What stops the ruling class now from building houses, of 

providing decent work and wages, of ensuring proper delivering of education, health 

and social development? They are in driving seat; they have the resources and the 

wealth. 

They say that an Inter-Ministerial Committee will be set-up to address issues that 

come up during the process of the National Dialogue which require action that 

cannot wait until the conclusion of the National Dialogue. But what stops the ruling 

class from implementing now an emergency plan to tackle the problems of 

unemployment, poverty, precarious and cheap labour policies? Parliament exists 
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where laws and policies can be adopted that can bring immediate, emergency relief 

to the masses. Why are they not utilizing parliament to make inroads into the wealth 

and power of the big business to unlock resources for such immediate relief? 

It is clear the government will not abandon the policies and laws that have protected 

and advanced the wealth and power of the capitalist class. In fact, the National 

Dialogue is supposed to come up with 30-year plan. This means the masses must 

wait for another 30 years for improvements in their lives. 

The National Dialogue: a political manoeuvre of co-option 

The national dialogue is nothing but a political manoeuvre to co-opt organizations of 

the working class and other popular formations in order to lend support and 

legitimacy to a neo-liberal political project.  

First of all, Thabo Mbeki and his foundation is one of the key drivers of the national 

dialogue. Thabo Mbeki has been the prime mover of neo-liberalism. Under his 

Presidency, the position of monopoly capital was entrenched, supported by a small, 

emerging black elite. His presidency was extremely unpopular not only in the eyes of 

the masses but within the ANC itself, where he was forced to resign as President of 

the country. 

Secondly, Thabo Mbeki Foundation together with the other Foundations, like the FW 

De Klerk Foundation, are nothing but the supporting institutions of capitalist rule. 

They have never questioned the rule of capitalism. Together with 50 unnamed 

organizations, they have already pre-determined the process of the national 

dialogue. The National Convention is not going to agree on an emergency 

programme of demands for government to implement. That it is not its function. 

Rather the National Convention is going to merely provide a platform for people to 

express their frustrations. 

The Convention is going to appoint a Steering Committee that is going to consult the 

people at grassroots and district level on a 30-year plan. They want representatives 

from working class formations to be part of this Steering Committee. This means that 

working class formations must go together with government and business to the 

people to find out what their frustrations and problems are and what they want. In 

this way, working class formations will give legitimacy to the class forces that are the 

main cause of the suffering of the working class. Through this process, 

representatives of the working class organizations will take co-responsibility with the 

ruling class for the problems of unemployment, poverty and precarious forms of 

work. Representatives of the working class will be expected to build a national 

consensus and national cohesion with the very same class forces responsible for the 

problems of exploitation, unemployment and poverty.  

The ANC knows that the Imbizos that it periodically convenes are used by the 

masses to lambast and criticize them. Having learnt that Imbizos are not an effective 

means to regain the confidence of the masses, it hopes that the presence of working 
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class formations will help to dupe and mislead the masses into thinking that the 

National Dialogue process will lead to real improvements in their lives. 

Our Approach to the National Dialogue/Convention 

Our characterization of the National Dialogue/Convention as another talk-shop and a 

political manoeuvre does not alone determine the tactical options in relation to the 

National Dialogue/Convention. How we tactically relate to the National 

Dialogue/Convention depends also on: 

• The state of working class organisation 

• The attitude of the masses towards the National Dialogue/Convention 

We know that organizations of the working class are generally weak and are 

politically and ideologically fragmented. Further the National Dialogue/Convention is 

not part of the daily concern of the masses and is not central to their existence.  In 

the context of weak organizations, therefore, participation in the 

Dialogue/Convention would give legitimacy to this capitalist political project.  We 

should not participate in this capitalist project of co-option and assist in resolving the 

ruling class’s crisis of political representation by restoring the image of the ANC and 

giving credibility to the GNU. Participation in the context of a weak organization 

presents great dangers of co-option and incorporation into the agenda of the ruling 

class. The process towards the National Convention, its agenda and purpose as well 

as the Dialogue process thereafter has already been pre-determined. In fact, there is 

no contestation over the issues of process prior to the National Convention.   

The tactic of non-participation is informed by the critical task of clarifying who are the 

enemies and allies of the working class and draw a line between the two. We have 

seen that one of the major sources of the weak state of organization is the political 

and ideological fragmentation of the masses. There is no coherent and common 

understanding of what the causes of their problems are. The task of political 

clarification is best undertaken through the immediate struggles of the working class. 

Exposing the class agenda and class forces of the National Dialogue/Convention is 

to be undertaken through existing struggles and campaigns. It is through our 

struggles and campaigns that we can make the voice of the working class heard and 

impose an alternative path of development onto the ruling class. We have learned 

from experience that the ruling class is not going to shift from its anti-working class 

programme unless the masses force them to do so through struggle and strong 

organization. 

Working class organizations are also not able to anchor an alternative dialogue on a 

national level because of weak organization and political fragmentation. Instead of 

spending energy and resources to organize an alternative, parallel process, we 

continue with the intensification of current struggles and use these struggles to 

expose the class agenda of the national dialogue. 
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Amongst some organizations of the working class, however, there is a sentiment that 

we should participate in the Dialogue processes. This view is informed by the need 

to make the voices of the masses heard and is underscored by the sentiment: 

nothing about us without us. This sentiment of wanting to make the voices of the 

masses heard is a positive one. Further, it is most likely that where localized 

dialogue sessions are organized, the masses would see these sessions as imbizos 

and relate to them in a similar manner, using them as platforms to lambast the 

government.  

This sentiment on the part of the masses is positive and when this happens 

organized working class formations should, where possible, use these localized 

processes, not to participate, not to give it legitimacy but to expose the class agenda 

of this capitalist project. Organized formations should relate to them as the masses, 

as platforms to lambast the government and capitalist class, and indict them as the 

perpetrators of unemployment, poverty and misery. 

 

Ends 


