
MASS ACTION 

Ordinary people walk streets 
Should mass action be reviewed as 
the legitimate protest of democratic 
c iv i l society or the provocative 
methods of reckless leaders? 
RUSSELL ALLY brings some hind­
sight to bear on this question. 

BRING up the question of mass action 
and you are bound to get an impas­
sioned response* This is only to be 

expected* In a concentrated form, the mass 
action campaign of the ANC-SACP-
COSATU alliance expresses the tensions of a 
country in political transition from racist 
authoritarianism to some form of democracy. 

At the end of the day, however, the princi­
ple of mass action is bigger and more impor­
tant than the arguments of either the present 
promoters of the mass action campaign or its 
detractors. Mass action quintessentially is 
about the ability of people to demonstrate 
freely and openly, and to express their dis­
satisfaction with those who are in power. 

Because the ANC-SACP-Cosatu alliance is 
at the head of the mass action campaign, this 
fundamental principle is often overlooked. 
But mass action is not the preserve of certain 
political organisations, nor does it only 
involve large-scale mobilisation for the so-
called big political issues* 

Mass action is also about groups of resi­
dents getting together to protest against the 
lack of facilities in their communities. It is 
about homosexuals demonstrating against 
discrimination and sexual harassment* It is 
about marches to protest against the abuse 
and exploitation of the environment. Indeed, 
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in many ways it is possible to judge just how 
democratic a society is by the extent to 
which the people of that society are free to 
protest, which includes the right to challenge 
those in power* 

For die-hard, racist conservatives, how­
ever, mass action confirms all their worst 
fears and prejudices about black majority 
rule* Hordes of unruly, violent blacks on the 
march can only signify one thing: the coun­
try is on the precipice of anarchy. And there 
can only be one solution to this awesome 
spectre of black defiance: bring out the army, 
declare a state of emergency. In sum, enforce 
law and order. This response is predictable 
and not all that interesting* 

'Mass action is about the 
ability of people to demon­

strate freely and openly' 

Much more interesting is the response of 
De Klerk and his National Party. Having 
ostensibly embraced democracy, the 
Nationalists have, of course, to pay lip ser­
vice to the right of protest. But what they 
find totally baffling is why this right needs 
to be exercised. After all, has the NP not 
indicated its willingness to negotiate a new 
democratic constitution for the country? Has 
the NP not abolished apartheid and commu­
ted itself to a new non-racial South Africa? 
Why then the need for mass action? The dis­
may of the Nationalists at this display of 
ingratitude on the part of the alliance would 

know that the snail is too quick for us. It has 
already passed us by/' 

It is a statement that has a broad applica­
bility to South Africa's transition* Nowhere 
is this more true than in respect of the devel­
opment and local negotiations processes* 

The country is awash with negotiating 
forums from the sophisticated structures of 
the National Peace Accord to a myriad of 
very local processes. Multi-stakeholder 
national forums for housing and the econ­
omy have been formally constituted during 
the past yean Similar forums for electrifica­
tion and local government are in the process 
pipelines* Health and education will doubt­
less follow in due course. 

Regional development forums involving 
labour, business, local authorities, civics and 
political groupings have been or are being 

be amusing if the consequences were not so 
serious* 

The source of this disappointment is not 
hard to trace, so deeply ingrained is the 
Nationalists racial paternalism, that they can 
only perceive of mass action as the mis­
chievous work of "ungrateful natives". 

George Orwell would certainly have 
found much material for his celebrated 
maxim "Freedom is Slavery" in present-day 
South Africa. Most thinking people acknowl­
edge that apartheid is a heinous crime 
against humanity and rail against its 
immorality* Yet, in a perverse inversion, 
those who were responsible for constructing 
and implementing this system are now being 
congratulated and feted for apparently 
bringing about its demise* 

Having become so used to being the mas­
ters of the oppressed, the NP cannot see any 
contradiction in now wanting to become 
their "democratic" leaders. Having had stat­
ues and plaques erected in their honour in 
the old glory days of apartheid, their leaders 
now expect medals to be pinned on their 
lapels for ushering in a new democratic 
South Africa. 

Precisely because mass action strikes at 
the very heart of these false assumptions, the 
Nationalists can never and will never be able 
to come to terms with such activity* 

But the NP are certainly not alone in find­
ing it difficult to reconcile mass action with 
South Africa's current phase of reform. 
Liberal commentators are also decrying its 
harmful effects* They admonish that mass 
action inevitably damages the economy, 
invariably leads to violence and intimida-

established across the country* The Border-
Kei Forum has been operating for some 
time. The Western Cape Economic 
Development Forum was launched on 3 
December 1992 with the active support of 
the primary labour, business, local authority 
and civic groupings in the region. Processes 
are underway in the Orange Free State, the 
PWV, the Eastern Transvaal, the Eastern 
Cape, the Durban Functional Region and 
elsewhere. 

Foreign visitors express amazement at the 
complexity and sophistication of the net­
work of structures that criss-cross the land* 
They say the world has never known any­
thing quite like this. 

And yet it is not easy to point to the suc­
cesses of these endeavours. The violence 
increases despite the peace accord. Poverty 
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LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
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aD parties, including government, to its deci­
sions represented "interim government by 
stealth". It is tnie that the forums do repre­
sent interim authorities of sorts. I believe 
that in this they can be very constructive 
instruments for managing transition. 

• Depoliticising Development 
The politicisation of the development pro­
cess has been a major obstacle to effective 
development delivery* In the run-up to 
South Africa's first democratic national elec­
tions, the question of who takes the credit for 
development or who is able to direct devel­
opment resources so as to build a support 
base is of critical 
importance. Is it the 
provincial adminis­
tration which is giv­
ing the money? Is it 
the civic association 
that has arranged the 
protest and partici­
pated in the local 
negotiation? What 
about the minor par­
ties who do not have 
the political clout of 
the major roleplay-
ers? 

By making devel­
opment decisions on 
the basis on a multi­
party consensus, the 
opportunities for any 
single party to claim 
the credit for devel­
opment or to use 
resources for purely 
party political ends 
is minimised. This is desirable. 

Development of course remains a highly 
political issue and competing development 
strategies will doubtless be an element of the 
electoral contest as they should be. 

• Building Capacity 
There is also a growing recognition that par­
ticipation in these processes is in itself the 
central vehicle for building the capacity of 
organisations and communities who have 
been excluded from government in the past. 
Processes, for example, provide perfect vehi­
cles for community leadership to develop 
communication, negotiation and administra­
tive skills and gives them potential opportu­

nities to build their own organisation 
through reporting back and engaging their 
constituency in the process 

It has also become clear, however, that 
processes can be very destructive and under­
mining if they are not carefully thought 
through and sensitively planned and imple­
mented. Community organisations have 
pointed out that negotiations often involve 
community leaders in an endless series of 
meetings which thev have difficulty in 
understanding because of their technical 
nature and which deliver very little 

Ultimately, they argue, the community 

leadership ends up 
with limited time to 
engage their con­
stituency on the 
issues which in turn 
leads to a decline in 
the level of commu­
nity organisation. 

The participation 
of women and youth 
in most local devel­
opment and democ­
racy processes has 
been limited. A par­
ticular challenge of 
the moment is to 
develop mechanisms 
for redressing this sit­
uation. 

Progress is like a 
snail There are no 
short cuts or quick 
fines to the problems 
of poverty, inequality, 
social breakdown 

and economic decline. The jumping snails 
are illusions-

Creating a forum and putting together a 
process guarantees nothing. If correctly con­
structed, effectively managed and conducted 
with a proper motivation they can deliver 
much in the way of greater organisational 
capacity, trust and services provided* With 
their operating procedure of consensus they 
have the potential to depoliticise develop­
ment and service delivery in the interim and 
so ensure a more stable and peaceful transi­
tion. 

David Schmidt i* Idiu't regional director in 
the Western Cape. 

The state president's timetable 
provides a crucial framework 
for further negotiations, says 
PAUL GRAHAM. But, more criti­
cally, the country must now face 
some home truths about what 
bedevils the process... 

AT A RECENT conference at which a 
familiar line-up of speakers - govern-
ment, Inkatha Freedom Party, ANC -

spoke on peace and violence* the panel w» 
asked whether they could get together to 
sort out the mess. 

The mess is getting worse every day and 
the speaker's analysis of the violence merely 
confirmed what we already know: 

The questioner was clearly doubtful. One 
of the panellists stood up and made a 
remark everyone has heard before: "We have 
no option but to work it out." His listeners 
no doubt agreed with him* 

But South Africans are becoming cynical 
and the imperative to sort things out is no 
longer such a comfort as it once was. Many 
are beginning to wonder whether, no matter 
how important it is, political parties and 
leaders have either the skill or the will to 
"work it our. 

For the past months, while the country 
lurches along like a drunk trying to get horm 
without too much crawling and falling into 
the gutter, negotiations have been continuing 
in one form or another without much public 
knowledge. 

With the state president's announcement 
of a timetable for transition thev have 
emerged from the underground. 

The timetable, for which many people had 
begun to call. >et> out not only a series oi 
deadline dates ending with an election iB 
March or April 19*1 but more importantly, i 
road map of the steps which the National 
Party believes have to be taken to get to the 
election and beyond it. 

These steps are: 
• the resumption of a multi-lateral negotiat­
ing forum to determine the final form of 
agreements and obtain legitimacy for the 
process from as many parties as possible; 
• agreement on a transitional constitution, 
transilional executive council and an elec­
toral commission; 
• the adoption of enabling legislation for 
these by the existing parliament and there­
after the implementation of these three insti­
tutions; 
• the creation of rules for an election and the 
preparation for a free and fair campaign by 
ensuring free political activity - including 
the containmenl of violence; and 
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