
Chapter 1 

The Political Background 
Malawi achieved independence in 1964, its national movement spearheaded by the Malawi Congress 
Party (MCP), originally known as the Nyasaland African Congress, under the leadership of Dr Hastings 
Banda. On 6 July 1966, it became a republic, with the MCP as the sole party and Dr Banda as President. In 
1971 Dr Banda was voted 'Life President' of the country.* Malawi retained the institution of Parliament 
during this period, although from independence up to 1979 no parliamentary elections were held and the 
single party nominated Members of Parliament In the 1979,1983,1987 and 1992 elections a number of 
individuals (all members of the MCP) were allowed to stand for each constituency, though candidates 
were not allowed to campaign 

Until the 1990s, open criticism of the Government came from exiled opposition groups, such as the 
Malawi Freedom Movement the Socialist League of Malawi and the Malawi Democratic Union. By 1991 
however, there was a small but growing opposition within the country. Organisations such as Amnesty 
International and Africa Watch expressed concern about human rights violations and, with the Cold War 
over, so did international donors. 

The exiled opposition formed new groupings in the early 1990s, such as the Interim Committee for a 
Democratic Alliance which was formed in March 1992 in Lusaka and led by a prominent trade unionist, 
Chakufwa Chihana . In mid-1991, the Malawi Freedom Movement, Socialist League of Malawi and 
Malawi Democratic Union merged to form the Lusaka-based United Front for Multi-Party Democracy 
(UFMD). 

The 1992 Pastoral Letter 

An important catalyst of change was the reading, on Sunday 8 March 1992, of a pastoral letter by the 
Roman Catholic Bishops in which they said that Malawians lived in "a climate of mistrust and fear. This 
fear of harassment and mutual suspicion generates a society in which the talents of many lie unused and 
in which there is little room for initiative". The letter listed a number of concerns: "Academic freedom is 
seriously restricted; exposing injustices can be considered a betrayal; revealing some evils of our society is 
seen as slandering the country; monopoly of mass media and censorship prevent the expression of 
dissenting views; some people have paid dearly for their political opinions". The pastoral letter called for 
accountable government, an end to political detentions and equal opportunities for all Malawians. 

The statement was declared seditious, making its possession a criminal offence. The Bishops were 
summoned by the police and an Irish Bishop, Monsignor Roche, was expelled from th e country. 
Demonstrations in support of the Bishops took place at Chancellor College in Zomba and at Blantyre 
Polytechnic. Both were closed after clashes between the police and student protesters. 

The Government arrested Mr Chihana when he returned to Malawi on 6 April 1992, following his call 
for a multi-party system in Malawi at a public meeting in Lusaka. His case attracted international media 
attention. Mr Chihana was eventually tried and convicted on charges of sedition in November 1992 and, 
following an appeal, served a six-month prison sentence. 

Industrial and civil unrest broke out in Blantyre for several days in May 1992 and resulted in the 
deaths of several people. Shortly afterwards, bilateral aid donors at the World Bank Consultative Group 
Meeting in May 1992 decided to withhold any new pledges of programme aid until there were clear 
signs of a fundamental change of approach by the Malawian Government on issues of human rights and 
political freedoms. 

On 25-26 June 1992, the Government conducted single-party elections for Parliament, but both 
registration and voter turnout were low. 

The first responses to donor and church pressure for change came in June and July 1992, when a 
number of political prisoners were released. Among them were Matchipisa Munthali, jailed for 26 years, 
and Aleke Banda, detained for 11 years . The Government also agreed to allow representatives of the 
International Committee for the Red Cross to visit prisons. 

* Parliament enacted legislation in December 1993 to withdraw the designation 'Life President'. 
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In Augus t an d Septembe r 1992 , man y peopl e detaine d earlie r i n th e yea r wer e als o 
released. 

In Augus t 1992 , th e Publi c Affair s Commit te e (PAC ) wa s forme d a s a n umbrel l a 
organisat ion t o pres s th e Governmen t o n h u m a n right s an d socia l issues . Th e PA C 
represented a  wid e rang e o f Churc h groups , th e Musli m community , lawyer s an d busines s 
associations. In response, the Government establishe d th e President's Committee o n Dialogu e 
(PCD) to interact with al l interest groups . 

Two othe r pressur e group s wer e forme d i n Septembe r 1992 : the Allianc e fo r Democrac y 
(AFORD), chaired b y M r Chihana , an d th e United Democrati c Fron t (UDF) , chaired b y Bakil i 
Muluzi. Both groups became members o f PAC. 

June 1993 Referendum 

In respons e t o growin g oppositio n an d criticism , i t wa s announce d i n Octobe r 199 2 tha t th e 
President ha d decide d t o hol d a  nationa l referendu m o n whethe r t o retai n th e one-part y 
system o f government o r to adopt a  multi-party system . UDF and AFORD , both supporters of 
a multi-part y system , negotiate d th e conduc t o f th e referendu m wit h th e PC D unde r th e 
umbrella o f the PAC. The United Nation s playe d a n importan t rol e in securing agreemen t o n 
the terms of the referendum . 

The referendu m wa s hel d o n 1 4 June 1993 . It was observe d b y 21 0 international observer s 
who gathere d unde r th e umbrel l a o f th e JIOG . Ove r 3. 1 mill io n Malawian s voted , 
representing 7 8 pe r cen t o f th e adul t population . Th e multi-part y optio n wo n convincingl y 
with som e 6 3 pe r cen t o f th e vote . Th e JIO G conclude d tha t th e vot e wa s "a n accurat e 
expression o f th e wishe s o f th e Malaw i people" , althoug h concer n wa s expresse d tha t 
conditions in the pre-referendum perio d wer e not always conducive to fair an d ope n debate . 

The result s wer e sharpl y differentiate d b y region . Al l district s i n th e Norther n an d 
Southern Region s registere d larg e majoritie s i n favou r o f multi-part y politics . Th e Centra l 
Region, a  traditional stronghol d o f the ruling party, voted t o retain the one-party system . 

Steps Towards a Multi-Party System 

The referendum resul t gave dramatic impetus t o the pace of political change in Malawi. At a n 
extraordinary meetin g o n 1 9 June 1993 , Parliament amende d Sectio n 4  of th e Constitutio n s o 
as to legalise the formation o f political parties othe r tha n th e MCP. Other piece s of legislatio n 
passed durin g th e sessio n include d th e Politica l Partie s (Registratio n an d Regulations ) Ac t 
1993 and th e General Amnest y Ac t 1993 . The former specifie d a  regulatory framewor k fo r th e 
operation o f politica l partie s an d create d th e offic e o f Registra r o f Politica l Parties . Th e 
General Amnest y Ac t 199 3 ratified th e amnest y announce d b y th e Presiden t o n 2 3 June 199 3 
for al l Malawians imprisoned o r exiled fo r politica l activities . 

Following consultation s betwee n th e oppositio n an d th e Government , i t was agree d t o se t 
up a  paralle l administratio n fo r th e transitio n t o a  multi-part y syste m i n th e for m o f a 
National Consultativ e Counci l (NCC) , wit h a  Nationa l Executiv e Committe e (NEC ) a s a 
subsidiary bod y with contro l over th e Ministries and a  monitoring rol e in the implementatio n 
of policie s governin g th e transition . Durin g th e transitio n period , th e NC C finalise d 
legislative measure s deeme d necessar y fo r th e transition , includin g amendment s t o th e 
Constitution, a  new electora l la w designe d fo r a  multi-party system , and a  draft Bil l of Right s 
and draf t Constitutio n fo r consideratio n by Parliament (se e Chapter 2) . 

Years o f tensio n betwee n th e arm y an d th e Malaw i Youn g Pioneer s (MYP) , a  paramilitar y 
youth win g o f th e MCP , culminate d i n fightin g i n th e mai n urba n centre s followin g a n 
incident i n Mzuz u o n 2  December 199 3 which lef t tw o soldier s dead . Th e arm y reacte d an d 
attacked MY P base s i n Lilongwe , Blantyr e an d othe r town s unde r Operatio n Bwezani . A 
number o f peopl e wer e kille d an d approximatel y 2,00 0 Youn g Pioneer s reportedl y fled  th e 
country an d too k refuge i n Mozambique . 

Following strong and repeated demand s by the opposition, Parliament repealed th e legislation 
which had established the MYP. In his address to Parliament, President Banda promised pension s 
for those retiring and that those remaining would be absorbed int o the police force. 
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An independen t Electora l Commission , preside d ove r b y Mr s Justic e Anastasi a Msosa , a 
High Cour t Judge , wa s establishe d o n 1 5 Decembe r 1993 . Eac h part y wa s allowe d t o 
nominate a  Commissioner . Th e Commissio n wa s charge d wit h th e tas k o f exercisin g genera l 
direction o f an d supervisio n ove r th e conduc t o f th e election s (se e Chapte r 2) . I n orde r t o 
perform it s function s effectivel y th e Commissio n appointe d subcommittee s t o overse e civi c 
education, the media, election administration , an d contro l o f violence and intimidation . 

Over 200 Malawians participated i n a debate on a  new Constitution a t a symposium hel d i n 
Blantyre fro m 3- 5 Februar y 199 4 an d sponsore d b y Ver a Chirwa' s Lega l Resource s Centre . 
Soon thereafter , th e NC C convene d a  constitutiona l conferenc e fro m 21-2 5 Februar y 1994 , 
chaired b y Judg e Michae l Kirb y o f Australia , an d continue d it s deliberation s o n a  draf t 
Constitution throug h a  subcommittee betwee n Februar y an d April . Parliament wa s dissolve d 
on 5  Apri l 199 4 an d considerabl e wrangl in g continue d withi n th e NC C o n th e ne w 
Constitution unti l th e ev e o f th e elections . Parliamen t speciall y reconvene d o n 1 6 May 1994 , 
the da y befor e th e elections , t o adop t th e ne w Consti tut ion , whic h cam e int o effec t 
immediately afte r th e elections, on 1 8 May 1994 . 

Political Parties 

Under th e Politica l Partie s (Registratio n an d Regulations ) Ac t 1993 , th e followin g eigh t 
political parties were registered : 

Name o f Politica l Party Leade r 
Malawi Congress Party (MCP ) D r Hastings Kamuzu Band a 
United Democrati c Front (UDF) Bakil i Muluz i 
Alliance for Democracy (AFORD ) Chakufw a Chihan a 
Malawi National Democratic Party (MNDP ) Ti m Mangwaz u 
Malawi Democratic Union (MDU ) Jame s Mkumb a 
Malawi Democratic Party (MDP ) Kamlep o Kalu a 
United Fron t for Multi-Party Democrac y (UFMD ) Edmon d Jik a 
Congress for th e Second Republi c (CSR) Kanyam a Chium e 

Presidential Candidates 

On 2 6 March 1994 , before Mr s Justice Msosa , th e followin g fiv e presidentia l candidate s wer e 
officially registere d fo r the 17 May elections : 

Name of Politica l Party Leade r 
MCP D r Hastings Kamuzu Band a 
UDF Bakil i Muluz i 
AFORD Chakufw a Chihan a 
MDP Kamlep o Kalu a 
MNDP Ti m Mangwaz u 

A tota l o f 61 3 candidate s wer e nominate d fo r th e 17 7 parliamentary seats . Th e MC P an d 
UDF eac h fielded  17 7 candidates ; AFOR D conteste d 16 2 constituencies , UFM D 35 , MDP 30 , 
MNDP 11 , CSR 6 and MD U 2. There were 1 3 Independent candidates . 

Common Electoral Group 

On th e ev e o f nominatio n o f presidentia l candidates , th e UDF , UFMD , MD U an d CS R ha d 
resolved t o wor k togethe r i n a  strategi c electora l alliance , whic h cam e t o b e know n a s th e 
Common Electora l Grou p (CEG) . On 5  May 1994 , the MND P joine d th e CE G an d it s leader , 
Tim Mangwazu, withdrew fro m th e presidential race . 

This, then , wa s th e politica l backgroun d agains t whic h Malawian s wen t t o th e poll s o n 1 7 
May 1994. 
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