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Abstract

This thesis examines the transition to democracy in South Africa through the
use of case study methodology. The nature of political participation and the
form of democracy to emerge at the end of the transition process are the
central subjects of inquiry. They are examined through an in-depth study of
the African community of Kwazakele, a township in the Nelson Mandela

metropolitan area in the Eastern Cape province of South Africa.

The study covers the period from 1993 to 2000, and uses as a primary data
source five surveys conducted among residents of Kwazakele during that
period. The emphasis of the study lies on the experience of political
participation of ‘ordinary people’ —in particular, the African urban working-
class in South Africa who make up the core support base for the governing

African National Congress.

The primary findings of the thesis are as follows:

e Representative democracy has been successfully consolidated in the

community under study.

e levels of political participation by urban Africans in the Eastern Cape
are consistently high, both in formal political institutions (primarily

elections) and in institutions of civil society.

e As politics has normalised at the end of the transition period, forms of

direct democratic participation have declined.



Despite the structural constraints on development, there is still potential
for a high level of participation by citizens in effecting change at local

level.

‘Drawing on the experience of ordinary people in structures of direct

democracy, this level of participation can result in a deeper and
stronger form of democracy than exists in many established

representative democracies.
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Introduction

Young activist-intellectuals were, in the 1980s in South Africa, inspired by a
deep belief in a radical form of democracy. Through a time that will be
characterised in history as one of violence and terror, they upheld what was
seen by some as a naive belief that what they were striving for was a society
where, to put it in one of the popular phrases of political mobilisation, ‘ordinary
people would take control over all aspects of their lives'.

Fifteen years after the brief moment when that ideal was realised in part in
some townships in the Eastern Cape — the brief moment of ‘popular power’ in
South Africa in 1985-6 — this thesis is attempting to make sense of that
moment, and to assess its impact on ‘ordinary people’. Precisely how
democratic was that moment of popular power? Is such a form of democracy
appropriate only to periods of great social upheaval and mass mobilisation? Is
it only able to exist alongside political hegemony rather than pluralism, and is
it thus inherently intolerant? Does the process of political democratisation at
national level, togéther with the implementation of representative democracy
and the ‘normalisation’ of politics in other ways, inevitably mean the end of
direct or participatory forms of democracy? Did people feel empowered by
their experience of direct democracy, and if so, how do they feel now — have
they carried any of their experience into the new democracy, or have they
‘been ironically ‘disempowered’ by the advent of national democracy? How is
the experience of direct democracy remembered? Was that time seen as
positive and empowering, or was it seen as a time of fear, pain and
intolerance? Or was it experienced, and is it now remembered,
simultaneously as both? Was it experienced as a unique revolutionary
moment? Was the belief that ordinary people can control their lives indeed
naive? Should ideas that ‘ordinary people’ can indeed wield power — at least
to the extent of controlling their own lives — be consigned, along with socialism
and other egalitarian ideals, to the dustbin of history? How democratic is

South African society now, how do ordinary people participate in this new



democracy, and what is the relationship between power and democratic

process?

The-central thesis to be explored in this case study is that the experience of -
direct democracy is inherently limited to short periods of social upheaval.
Once political normalisation - which involves the institutionalisation of
representative democracy - takes place, structures of direct democracy no
longer wield power, or cease to exist. However, the expérience of direct
democracy is cérried, at least partially, into representative democracy; thus
elements of the former can co-exist with the latter. This co-existence
strengthens democratic participation and has the potential to empower

ordinary people.

The thesis is tested through an examination of the political participation of
ordinary residents of an urban African community during the period of
transition and democratic consolidatioh in South Africa. Taking as a starting
point the experience of popular participation in the 1980s, the study examines
the changing nature of political participation in this community through the
1990s. It looks at participation during the traumatic transition process from
1990 to 1994, and then at how people relate to the institutions of formal or
representative democracy as they are introduced from 1994 onwards. It 4
examines participation in elections in 1994, 1995 and 1999; and participation
in structures of civil society during the same period. It attempts to answer
some of the above questions, through both qualitative and quantitative

assessments of political participation in a society in transition.

The phrase ‘take control of all aspects of their lives’ relates to three concepts
that are central to political sociology: political participation, power, and
democracy. The forms of political participation and the measurement of the
extent of such participation is one of the central concerns of political
sociology. The quality of democracy and the nature of power in society are
central to political philosophy. In this thesis, both the extent and the
democratic nature of political participation are examined. Through a detailed
case study of a particular community, the active involvement of ordinary
people in political processes is examined. The extent and nature of their



involvement, and therefore the quality of the democracy that is being built in

South Africa, is the subject of this thesis.



Chapter 1: Theories of Democracy and

Political Participation

South Africa is today a democratic country. WWe who were born here say this
with some pride, for despite the social and economic problems which are
characteristic of many societies of the ‘South’, we have a society which is
relatively stable and has all the characteristics of what is considered ‘normal
democracy’. There is a universal franchise for all adult citizens. This is
exercised through participation in regular elections at national, provincial and
local government level. These elections are contested by political parties that
are free to exist, campaign and recruit members as they wish. There is a
constitution that includes a justiciable bill of rights, which guarantees the basic
human rights of all citizens. There is a free and vigorous press, and perhaps
even more importantly, there is a vibrant and vocal civil society. These are
considered the characteristics of a democratic society — or the ‘minimum
conditions’ for democracy to be said to exist. (Diamond, 1992; Huntington,
1991; Phillips, 1991)

Democratization, democratic consolidation and popular
mobilisation

Unlike in countries where democracy has existed for decades or even
centuries, the benefits of a stable democracy are not taken for granted in
South Africa. For one, the transition from authoritarian rule was recent enough
and traumatic enough that people are fiercely defensive of their newly won
rights and freedoms. For another, many of South Africa’s neighbours have not
as successfully negotiated the transition to democracy. Angola, Zimbabwe,
Lesotho, Swaziland, not to mention the Democratic Republic of Congo,
Rwanda and Burundi are all either in a state of intermittent warfare, or have
not been able to consolidate or implement a democratic electoral system.
Mozambique and Namibia, though characterised by political stability at

present, have undergone radically destructive wars of decolonisation in the



recent past. Thirdly, South Africa is seen as something of a ‘special case’ in
Africa; a strong state, an industrial economy, and the extraordinary moral
leadership which developed in the anti-apartheid struggle, combine to ensure

that international expectations keep South Africa democratic.

But what does democracy mean to ordinary South Africans? What has their
experience been of the transition to democracy, or the democratisation
process as it is sometimes called? And what kind of democracy has emerged
at the end of the transition? An exploration of these issues needs to be

situated in a discussion of what is meant by democracy and democratisation.

Theories of democratisation and transition from authoritarian rule

The end of the ‘Cold War’ saw transitions from authoritarian rule to democracy
in a number of countries during the 1980s and early 1990s. The definitive
studies of such processes of democratisation have been conducted within the
field of political science, using a comparative methodology. Thus O’'Donnell
and Schmitter’s four-volume collection — the ‘Princeton Project’ - compares
the democratisation process in countries of Southern Europe and Latin
America, from 1974 until 1984, and comes to some general conclusions as to
the optimal conditions under which ‘successful’ transitions occur. Their
comparative approach focuses on the process of democratisation, dividing the
transition to democracy into various stages — authoritarian regime

deterioration, liberalization, democratisation and democratic consolidation.

Diamond, Lipset and Lindz have also examined a number of case studies of
Third World countries that democratised in the late 1980s. The countries of
Eastern Europe that democratised in the late 1980s have also been included
in such comparative studies; and more recently, these theories of
democratisation have been applied to African countries including South Africa.
Thus Du Toit, Van Zyl Slabbert, De Villiers and others have applied
O’Donnell’'s model of the process of transition to the events in South Africa
between the mid-1980s and the mid-1990s. The emphasis of this approach to
transition has been on liberal democracy as the desirable outcome, which has

a number of implications as noted by Ginsburg et al (1995:1). Firstly, the



nation-state is the unit of analysis in such theories, and comparisons are
made between nation-states. Secondly, human rights, elections and party
competition are considered primary in the transition process. Thirdly, the role
of elites is given more prominence than that of ‘the masses’. Popular
participation is either a secondary consideration, or is considered as a
negative factor — one that potentially threatens the transition or the
consolidation of democracy. Political stability is deemed necessary for the
successful consolidation of liberal democracy, and in many cases there is
thus a stress on a ‘politics of compression’. This refers to the ‘demobilisation
of popular forces which in most cases were instrumental in propelling the

transition.’ (1bid)

Democratic consolidation and popular mobilisation

The concern of many of the theorists of democratisation, or processes of
transition from authoritarian rule to democracy, was to ident'ify the factors or
variables that made for a successful transition — in other words, one that led to
a permanent democracy and not a reversion to authoritarian rule or a counter-
coup, either at the time of the transition or after one election. The transition is
deemed to be complete when a democratic regime is inaugurated. The
consolidation of democracy after the transition is measured by, among other
things, the holding of the ‘second election’. For some, alternation in power is a
‘key indicator’ of the consolidation of democracy (De Villiers 2000:18;
Huntington 1991: 266).

For the purpose of this study, South Africa is considered to be one of those
countries that has undergone a process of democratisation, as outlined
above. While conforming in broad terms to the processes outlined by
O’Donnell (and as applied to South Africa by Du Toit and others), the point of
interest for this thesis is the role of popular mobilisation in the transition
process. The transition itself involves the moment of ‘popular upsurge’ that is
‘a euphoric moment when ‘the people’ rediscover their own freedom and
power, and believe they are able to challenge and take over the state itself.’
(Du Toit 1990:3). In South Africa, ‘the popular insurrection during 1985-6



clearly constituted one such moment of popular upsurge.’ (ibid) According to
the transition theorists, this ‘moment’ is critical, as it may result either in a
reversion to authoritarian rule, or in sufficient pressure being placed on the
regime that it cannot reverse the process of transition. For some of the
‘transition theorists’, the involvement of the masses is not a necessary part of
the transition at all; thus Huntington (1991:146) notes that

A popular image of democratic transitions is that repressive governments are brought
down by ‘people power’, the mass mobilization of outraged citizens demanding and
eventually forcing a change of regime. Some form of mass action did take place in
almost every third wave regime change. Mass demonstrations, protests and strikes
played central roles, however, in only about six transitions completed or underway at
the end of the 1980s

For Huntington as well as for O'Donnell et al, dissent within the military is
viewed as a more significant factor than popular mobilisation. While non-
violent forms of mass mobilisation are seen as ‘preferable’ to violent or armed
resistance, in that they pose less of a threat to ‘elite pacting’, they are still
seen as possibly resulting in a counter-coup and thus should not be taken ‘too
far’. There is no mention of the democratic (or undemocratic) culture within
such mass movements, or the legacy that such mass mobilisation leaves for

the building of a new democratic society.

Moreover, although some of the transition theorists deem the moment of
popular upsurge to be of ‘great importance’, it is still only a moment, and is

inherently ephemeral:

Sooner or later the popular euphoria subsides; the intense political mobilisation cannot
be sustained; there is a clampdown by the security forces; internal divisions of interest
and policies begin to appear among ‘the people’ (Du Toit 1990:3)

The discovery by ordinary people of their own freedom and power does not —
and should not, according to this analysis — result in any lasting legacy of
political participation. While the pacted transition does involve the broadening
of political participation, it also involves an acceptance of moderation by
Opposition movements. Such acceptance involves not only an agreement to

end armed struggle or the abandoning of the notion of ‘seizure of state



power’, but also an acceptance of liberal institutions such as private property
and the market. (Huntington 1991: 169-170). An acceptance of a limited form
of democracy can be added to this list of compromises; and so, ‘transitions
were thus helped by the deradicalization of new participants and former
leftists.’(Huntington 1991:171)

The extremely high levels of participation manifested in the moments of
bopular upsurge are considered by liberal political scientists to be aberrant in
a ‘normal’ democracy. This is based on assumptions about the time and
inclination that most people have for political participation; there is an element
of truth in this, as is explored in Chapter 9. But all too often, the experience of
participation in such revolutionary moments or moments of popular upsurge is
also considered to be inherently ‘dangerous’. For, as Barber has noted, ‘The
People’ always pose a danger to a limited notion of democracy — a danger
that must be contained: ‘Liberal democracies’ sturdiest cages are reserved for
The People.’(1984:20-21)

The danger of such participation by ‘the people’ is considered so great a
threat that it is often ‘written out’ of history once the society has ‘normalised’
and the masses are ‘demobilised’. Cultural critic Greil Marcus (1996:18)
writes, in relation to those who participated in mass protests such as in Paris

in 1968 or Tiananmen Square in 1989, that

There are people who act and speak but whose gestures and words do not translate
out of their moments - and this exclusion, the sweep of the broom of this dustbin, is a
movement that in its way is far more violent than any toppling of statues. It is an
embarrassment, listening to these stories and these cries, these utopian cheers and
laments, because the utopian is measured always by its failure, and failure, in our
historiography, is shame...... shame is history’s gift to those who lose, to those who

lose because they ask too much of history.

If the popular mobilisation of the moment of upsurge cannot be maintained
beyond the transition in terms of the level of political participation of ordinary
people, it has even less chance of being sustained if it hopes to pose a
challenge to inequalities or class relations in the society. Thus, as Przeworski

argued, and as has been applied to South African labour movement by



Ginsburg et al, a successful ‘pacted transition’ necessarily involves

compromises on economic democracy:

We cannot avoid the possibility that a transition to democracy can be made only at the
cost of leaving economic relations intact, not only the structure of production but even

the distribution of income. (Przeworsky 1986:63)
Du Toit's application of O’'Donnell et al’'s analysis is broadly in agreement:

The recognition of liberal rights and the achievement of equal political rights for all

citizens do not necessarily mean a transition to socialism. On the contrary, once the
transition from authoritarian rule to political democracy has been achieved, this may
well tend to ‘freeze over’' the remaining social and economic inequalities, and indeed

serve to legitimise them. (Du Toit, 1990:2)

When a society that has undergone a transition process, such as South
Africa, has strong social movements, they can pose a threat to the
consolidation of the liberal democracy, as they are likely (especially if based in
working class interests) to push for greater economic transformation — or
fundamental change’, as South African activists used to put it. Thus Ginsburg
et al concluded (1995:4):

In such situations, governments are confronted with two options in relation to social
movements. They can either work to undermine them, or they can work with them to
garner support for their programme. Where there are strong social movements, the first
path can only be pursued at great risk, as it threatens to compromise the democratic
character of the transition. Consequently, most governments attempt to draw in social
movements through corporatist type arrangements, on the assumption that these will

demobilise and moderate popular movements.

Despite there not yet having been an alternation in power (a point which will
be returned to in the final chapter), South Africa is considered here to be one
of those countries that have successfully consolidated democracy. The
concern of this thesis is not so much the conditions under which democratic
consolidation is successful, but rather the quality of the democracy that is the
end result of the process. The participation of ordinary people, the nature of
the social movements and parties that emerged after the transition, and the
relationship of social movements to government — including the

‘demobilisation’ of social movements — are of central concern to this thesis.

9



The process of ‘normalisation’ of politics is one element of the changing
environment for political participation. Political philosopher Andre Du Toit

summarises the ‘transition theorists’ on this question as follows:

A central feature of this final stage of the transition is the ‘normalisation’ of politics:
political parties re-emerge as the key political agents...Liberation movements, civics
and other quasi-political organisations have to transform themselves into regular

political parties geared to participate in electoral and parliamentary politics. (1990:4)

However, the relationship between parties and social movements, state and
civil society, the formal and informal forms of participation, is not as
straightforward as Du Toit has described. Liberation movements and social
movements in South Africa have not simply transformed themselves into
‘regular political parties’, although there are considerable pressures on them
to do so. The relationship between the ruling African National Congress and
its social movement allies is a tense and ambiguous one, as will be explored
below. Thus Ginsburg et al (1995:7) concluded that at this moment of the
transition — the negotiation of the ‘pact’ — ‘It became imperative...that the ANC
reassert its organisational and ideological hegemony over the radical and
precocious grassroots social movements that emerged during the near

insurrectionary period of the 1980s.’

Whether the ANC in South Africa has succeeded in reasserting its hegemony
over the radical social movements of the 1980s and early 1990s will be
examined below. But as regards transition theory, it should be remembered
that ‘the masses’ played a significant role in the process of democratisation.
This is why Diamond is critical of the emphasis on ‘elite pacting’ within

mainstream political science, noting (1992: 5-6) that

Political scientists who conceive of democratic transitions in this way miss an important
element. That element is struggle, personal risk-taking, mobilization and sustained,
imaginative organisation on the part of a large number of citizens.....The democratic
revolution is not the work of lone heroes. It is the cumulative achievement of tens and
hundreds of thousands, sometimes millions of citizens who become actively involved in

civic movements...

10



What kind of democracy?

In the overriding concern with the consolidation of democracy, the concept of
democracy itself seemed to have been lost — or at least taken for granted. The
content or quality of the democracy to be instituted in South Africa was not
questioned. After 1994, there was an unspoken assumption that South African
society was democratic, and that the liberal democracy that had been
achieved was as much as could be hoped for. Indeed, the fine constitution
that was drafted, incorporating some of the most progressive liberal thinking in
the world in its justiciable bill of rights, has been rightly seen as a model in
terms of entrenching the ideals of pluralism, tolerance of all and the protection
of individual rights and freedoms. What it does not do is encompass the
radical, participatory notion of democracy that was adopted by popular
organisations in the 1980s. Those who had been sceptical of the limitations of
liberal democracy were won over by its reality in 1994, and there is no doubt
to those who were living under an oppressive system that the freedom it offers
is real. Yet ten years after the beginning of the transition process, the question

of the nature of democracy has once again come to the fore.

Representative democracy: The minimum

Held (1987:4) divided his models of democracy into two broad types: direct or
participatory democracy, and liberal or representative democracy. He defined
the first as ‘a system of decision making about public affairs in which citizens
are directly involved’ and the second as ‘a system of rule embracing elected
‘officers’ who undertake to ‘represent’ the interests and/or views of citizens
within the framework of ‘the rule of law.” This division and the definitions used
by Held are used throughout this thesis. The two models are not mutually
exclusive in the real world, of course, and most democratic societies contain
elements of both models. The prevalent liberal hegemony, however, stresses
the liberal or representative model, which is thus sometimes referred to in this
thesis as ‘normal’ democracy; it is also often called the minimalist or limited

definition of democracy by its critics.

11



Critics of the limitations of representative democracy — especially those whose
criticism is based on the lack of participation by ‘ordinary people’ in the
processes that characterise such democracies — often turn to direct or
participatory democratic theory for alternatives. Yet these are seen not as a
discrete model to be implemented, but rather as a variety of ideas that can be
put into practice to supplement the existing representational processes.
Because of the ‘weight’ given to the institutional processes of representation
in liberal democracies — in other words, regular free elections of public
representatives, a government which includes a parliament of representatives
empowered to make laws, and so on — these are termed here ‘formal’ politics.
Formal politics in this sense means those political processes relating to
institutions of state and government, which are the traditional institutions that
structure and channel political participation by citizens in a democracy. In
contrast, ‘informal’ politics refers to those arenas of public participation that
fall within the sphere of civil society — to use the broadest and most accepted
definition, that sphere of society between the individual or household, and the
state. Political parties, being the bodies that contest elections and hold power
in government, are considered part of ‘formal’ politics. The social movements
that emerged in liberal democracies are considered part of ‘informal’ politics.
These social movements operate primarily within the sphere of civil society,
and have not aimed at contesting state power, but rather at empowering
people outside of formal institutions. In this thesis, both spheres of
participation are considered, and the relation between the two is examined.
The usefulness of these distinctions — both the distinction between formal and
informal politics, and that between political and civil society — is not
unquestionable, however. The ways in which they are contested in practice in
South Africa, within the governing party and its alliance with social

movements, will be explored below.

It is also worth outlining a procedural definition of democracy, as developed
by Schumpeter and Dahl among others. The significance of the procedural
definitions of democracy is that they are closely related to the question of
political participation. Thus Diamond et al define democracy as meeting three

conditions: meaningful and regular competition (between two or more political

12



parties) for positions of power in government; a ‘highly inclusive’ level of
political participation, ‘at least through regular and fair elections’; and a society
where civil liberties such as freedom of affiliation and expression are
protected so as to ‘ensure the integrity of political competition and
participatidn’. (De Villiers 2000:7) Such a definition of democracy allows ‘one
to determine the various attributes of democracy in practice empirically — ie
they can be established and, to a greater or lesser degree, measured.’ (Ibid

~2000:7) Critics of liberal democracy argue, of course, that levels of
participation in many societies defined as democratic cannot really be said to
be ‘highly inclusive’. However, even these critics agree that basic freedoms,
political competition and regular elections are the bare minimum for a polity to
be considered democratic.

Huntington, in his study of transitions to democracy in the late twentieth
century, uses a procedural definition as outlined above. He acknowledges that
such a definition of democracy, which limits participation primarily to elections,
is a ‘minimal definition.” However, he justifies using a procedural definition on
the grounds that alternative ways of defining democracy raise too many
problems: (1991:9)

To some people democracy has or should have much more sweeping and idealistic
connotations. To them, ‘true democracy’ means liberte, egalite, fraternite, effective
citizen control over policy, responsible government, honesty and openness in politics,
informed and rational deliberation, equal participation and power, and various other
civic virtues. These are, for the most part, good things and people can, if they wish,
define democracy in these terms. Doing so, however, raises all the problems that come
up with the definitions of democracy by source or purpose.

In an exploration of political participation in a transitional society, it is not
necessary to be restricted to such a procedural definition, however. More
radical and participatory conceptions of democracy, which have emerged in

various contexts, also contribute to the exploration.

13



The participatory ideal of social movements

in many of the established liberal democracies such as the United States of
America, the late twentieth century saw the revival of the debate about the
nature of democracy. This was in part inspired by the new social movements
that emerged from the 1960s through to the end of the 1980s. Some of these
movements were particularly concerned with democracy, and the practice of
democracy within their movements. Thus the manifesto of the American
student movement Students for a Democratic Society, published as ‘A New
Left’ in 1962, was critical of both communist and capitalist models of
democracy. They opposed the assumption, seen as underlying the existing
models, that people are incompetent and ‘inherently incapable of directing
their own affairs.” They posited a different kind of democracy as an ideal
(MacArthur 1999:273):

As a social system we seek the establishment of a democracy of individual
participation, governed by two central aims: that the individual share in those social
decisions determining the quality and direction of his life; that society be organized to
encourage independence in men and provide the media for their common participation.

Central to this conception of democracy was the active participation of
ordinary people, often phrased in terms very similar to those used by activists
mobilising against apartheid in the 1980s, or development activists in Latin
America in the 1990s. The language was one that emphasised the need for
ordinary people to take charge, to take action, to overcome apathy —

especially in areas where their lives are directly affected (ibid):

A new left must transform modern complexity into issues that can be understood and
felt close-up by every human being. It must give form to the feelings of helplessness
and indifference, so that people may see the political, social and economic sources of

their private troubles and organise to change society.

The feminist movement made a particularly important contribution to
democratic theory in this regard. Others were involved in expanding
democracy to the economic or industrial sphere of society; democratic theory
thus gained from the experience of workers in Italy, Spain and elsewhere.
Lastly, the notion of citizenship and the expansion of rights that was linked to

14



movements of ethnic or indigenous minorities, gays and lesbians and other
‘group interests’, contributed to democratic theory. Bottomore (1993:27) notes
that ‘The idea of democratic citizenship as involving a substantial and growing
body of civil, political and social rights has thus...become a central theme in

recent political thought about democracy.’

The intellectuals of the social movements within Western democracies
developed a radical critique of the minimalist democracy that was accepted as
‘normal’ by the societies they lived in. This liberal democracy was based on
individual rights, including property rights, and representative government.
Political participation is, in the main, limited to elections for national
government, and levels of participation in elections are moreover often

notoriously low.

Some critics of electoral democracy such as Turner (1972:55-6) argue that
the reasons for low participation are not ignorance or apathy, but are more
profound: the ‘ordinary person’ cannot make the connection between his or

her daily life, and ‘politics’ as it is practiced in the national parliament:

At least part of the reason why public opinion surveys in the western democracies
reveal such a low level of knowledge and understanding of social issues lies in the very
nature of the political structures of these countries. | vote for a leader every four or five
years. But in between elections | do not participate in decision-making. ‘They’ do it all
for me. When election time comes around again | do not know what has been
happening, for there is no incentive in my daily life for me to follow what has been
happening. What parliament decides affects my life considerably, but when and how
and where it affects me | cannot see, since there is no thread for me to follow from my
own situation to the problems facing society as a whole.

While the radical critics of this form of democracy — in particular the low levels
of active citizenship — advocated greater involvement in public affairs by
ordinary citizens, in the main, they did not envisage a change in state power.
Thus developmental activists from Latin America and other parts of the ‘third
world’ began to develop a critique of such movements that emphasised

‘Popular participation’ without challenging the existing power relations of
society:
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These ‘new’ social movements de-emphasised the struggle for state power. They
seemed to be looking, instead, for their share of economic or political benefits of
development and more autonomy. Few seemed to be aware of the insurmountable

contradictions between these two purposes. (Esteva 1998:283)

Economic and worker democracy: The socialist ideal

For other democrats of socialist bent, by contrast, the movement for greater
democracy necessarily involved economic democracy. For some, this was
embodied by experiments in worker control at the point of production: for
others, nothing less than changing the class basis of state power — in other
words, socialist revolution. Activists in the 1970s and 1980s were fond of
quoting Lenin’s critique of capitalist democracy, where he not only argued that
true democracy could only be realised in a classless society, but also

delivered a scathing attack on the limitations of representative democracy:

Owing to the conditions of capitalist exploitation the modern wage slaves are so
crushed by want and poverty that ‘they cannot be bothered with democracy’, ‘they
cannot be bothered with politics’; in the ordinary, peaceful course of events the majority
of the population is debarred from participation in public and political life....Democracy
for an insignificant minority, democracy for the rich — that is the democracy of capitalist
society. If we look more closely into the machinery of capitalist democracy, we shall
see everywhere — in the ‘petty’ — supposedly petty — details of the suffrage...in the
techniques of the representative institutions, in the actual obstacles to the right of
assembly...we shall see restriction after restriction upon democracy. These restrictions,
exceptions, exclusions, obstacles for the poor seem slight....but in their sum total these
restrictions exclude and squeeze out the poor from politics, from active participation in
democracy. (From State and Revolution, 1917, quoted in MacArthur, 1998:67)

Marx and Lenin in turn both drew on Rousseau’s critique of representative
democracy. Rousseau, in his ‘fulsome contempt’ for parliamentary
democracy, saw the brief moment of voting as the only point at which ordinary

people experienced freedom:

The English people believes itself to be free; it is gravely mistaken; it is free only during
the election of Members of Parliament; as soon as the Members are elected, the
people is enslaved, it is nothing (1968:141 quoted in Phillips)

Lenin similarly used Marx in his attack on the electoral system:
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Marx grasped the essence of capitalist democracy splendidly when, in analysing the
experience of the Commune, he said that the oppressed are allowed once every few
years to decide which particular representatives of the oppressing class shall represent
and repress them in parliament! (MacArthur 1998:67)

Rousseau and Lenin were thus broadly in agreement in their critique of the
limitations of representative or bourgeois democracy. While Rousseau
advocated as ideal a form of direct democracy, Lenin argued that true
democracy was not possible under capitalism. During the era of the Cold War,
socialists in Western Europe as well as in South Africa drew on this critique of
‘bourgeois’ democracy. For many communist parties, socialist revolution,
followed by democratic centralism or the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat,” was
the only path to true democracy. In South Africa, the peculiar situation which
was analysed as ‘colonialism of a special type’ meant that members or
supporters of the South African Communist Party adopted a theory of ‘two
stage revolution’: first national democracy was to be attained, and only later
socialist revolution would follow. Yet from the late 1980s, as social
movements in the Eastern bloc rose to challenge the undemocratic nature of
those societies, the dream of alternative forms of state power and governance

were abandoned.

In the case of South Africa, the struggle was in fact for state power; yet this
was gained by the liberation movement at the cost of class power. As argued
by Przeworski, the sacrifice of egalitarian policies — or social and economic
democracy - is the price that has to be paid for political democracy in such
transitions from authoritarian rule. The second stage of the ‘two stage

revolution’ was to be indefinitely deferred.

In resbect of the more limited notion of worker democracy or worker
participation at the point of production, the research of Carol Pateman, Robert
Putnam and others explored these experiments and their implications for
democratic theory. In South Africa, Rick Turner attempted to apply the ideas
of Pateman and others in the context of apartheid. Influential on studénts,
trade unionists and community organisers in the 1970s and early 1980s, he

expressed an idealistic vision of participatory democracy, which was aspired
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to and believed in by those activists initiating labour and community
organisations. This is expressed in the following quote from his 1972 essay
‘The Eye of the Needle'. He is refuting the ‘common-sense’ idea that workers

do not have the competence to choose their own managers (1972:35):

This argument seems prima facie silly. After all, the idea that it is the workers’ interest,
and in theirs alone under such a system, for an enterprise to stay in existence and to
run efficiently, isn’t really very difficult to grasp. And at elections they are not choosing
between two impersonal candidates talking about abstractions on television, where
perhaps all they have to go on is which one smiles more convincingly. They are
choosing between individuals with whom they work day in and day out, and whose
worth and reliability are made clear to them in many different situations. And the issues
being dealt with are ones with which they are thoroughly familiar, and which affect them

immediately and obviously and personally.

Although Turner focussed on worker’s control of factories, his influence was
felt more broadly within the democratic movement in South Africa. The
militaristic and intolerant tendencies of the liberation movements, and the
‘democratic centralist’ tendencies of the SACP, were thus offset by a genuine
and deeply held belief in the intrinsic value of democratic participation by
‘ordinary people’. This was the fundamentally anti-Stalinist belief held by
many activists that ‘ordinary people’ were worthy citizens, to be empowered to

‘take control over all aspects of their lives’ as was commonly expressed in the
1980s.

While Turner argues (1972:36) that ‘it is only if the worker participates in the
control of the central part of his/her life — his/her work — that he/she can
develop the personal qualities of autonomy, initiative and self-confidence
necessary for our human model’ it can be argued that participation in
community structures in South Africa during the 1980s enabled people to
develop the same qualities. The ‘educative value’ of participation is once
again stressed as an important part of developing a culture of active
citizenship; thus Turner reflects the arguments of Phillips and others around

the value of participatory democracy:

There is ample sociological evidence that participation in decision-making, whether in

the family, in the school, in voluntary organisations or at work, increases the ability to
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participate, and increases that sense of competence on the part of the individual which

is vital for balanced and autonomous development. (1972:36)

Such ideas were taken very seriously by the progressive trade union
movement in South Africa, and the extent of worker understanding of
democratic practice has been documented by Johan Maree (1986) and
others. However, changing structures of production and the labour market
have weakened the traditional socialist appeal that ‘real’ democracy can come
only from organised labour. It can also be argued that organised labour,
although theoretically considered the strongest voice of working class
interests, is structurally weaker in South Africa today. Thus in working class
communities, few trade unionists are able to offer direction in terms of
development initiatives, local politics and holding government to account. It
can be argued that organised labour — though still influential in economic
policy — is declining in power as the traditional structure of the labour force
changes. With massive job losses in manufacturing, even in industrial cities
such as the subject of this thesis, the organised working class has little
influence on decisions in the local polity. Labour organisations are on the
defensive, and even where they participate in decision making at factory level,
this is usually from a defensive position, trying to protect their membership

from restructuring of production that will lead to retrenchments.

While the issue of class power and worker democracy has by no means been
resolved, it is not the subject for discussion in this thesis, although it shall be
returned to briefly in the conclusion. Here, ideas about democracy and
representation are tested in relation not to workplace democracy, but to

community democracy.

Direct and participatory democracy: The contribution of the

feminist movements

Feminist theory has also made a significant contribution to the debate around
political participation. Recent feminist theorists have argued far beyond the
extension of the franchise to women, which is taken as a given. They have

explored the limitations of liberal democracy and posited a radical notion of
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participation that breaks down many of the distinctions held dear in liberal

theory.

Phillips (1991:9) notes that the discussion of democratic theory in the late
twentieth-century has been characterised by a ‘hard-nosed realism that has
tried to break us of utopian dreams’. Thus the concern has not been to pose
alternatives, but to ask more self-limiting questions such as ‘What is the basic
minimum below which no political system must fall if it is to describe itself as
democratic? And how far can we move above this minimum without setting in

motion forces that will go on to defeat the democratic ideal?’

The constraints on women's participation in the traditional political sphere
have been clearly outlined, and practical solutions have been put forward.
Such solutions include the provision of childcare to ‘equalize access to
political life’ (Phillips 1991:31); the sharing of housework and the bringing of
men more into the private or household sphere, as women are able to move
out of it into public life. But the significance of these feminist theories lie not so
much in their practical implications for the political participation of women,
although this is important. Rather, they have challenged at a conceptual level

our notions of democracy and political participation.

One of the major contributions of feminist theory to debates around
democracy is the challenging of the distinction between public and private. As
women are often restricted to the household sphere, the separation of this
sphere from both civil and political society leaves women with little room for
meaningful participation. If, however, this separation is broken down, women's
involvement in decision-making at the most local level of all — that of the
household — becomes meaningful for democracy. Thus Phillips (1991:30)
notes, ‘For feminists, the failure to explore the nature of the (most) private
sphere is a failure in the democratic debate.” In Chapter 9 it will be seen that
the structures of direct democracy that are now part of the post-transitional
civil society in South Africa are concerned with precisely these matters. Thus
households in an immediate neighbourhood become, through street
committees, a forum for women to be active participants in civil society. The

gap between matters of household concern and matters of public concern is
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bridged: a drain that is not covered, refuse that is not removed, a young man
harassing a neighbour’s daughter, the need for a burial society to support the
elderly — all these concerns move between the private and public spheres,

and are the stuff of neighbourhood level politics.
Developmental democracy:

Another significant influence on democratic theory has been the development
debate. At the end of the twentieth century, many development theorists and
activists became disillusioned with the idea that either market or command
economies were likely to enable the people of the ‘third world’ to develop in
the radical sense of the word. In this body of theory, development means not
just the meeting of basic material needs (although this is important), but the
development of people’s full potential, and an improvement in the quality of
life. This notion of quality of life involves the notion of control over decisions
that affect people directly, in particular ‘development decisions’. There is also
an emphasis on self-reliance, on no longer seeing the state as the ‘bringer’ of
development to the ‘underdeveloped’. There is thus a close relation between
this body of theory and those theories that stress the importance of local or

grassroots democratic participation.

David Korten, one of the proponents of such ‘people centred development’,

has defined such development in essentially political terms (1990:218):

A people centred development seeks to return control over resources to the people and

their communities to be used in meeting their own needs...

A people centred development seeks to broaden political participation, building from a
base of strong people’s organisations and participatory local government...Political and

economic democracy are its cornerstone.

A people centred development model calls for active mutual self-help among people,
working together in their common struggle to deal with their common problems

These ideas were adopted by the Manila Declaration on People’s
Participation and Sustainable Development, held in 1989 in the Philippines.
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Korten goes on to identify three principles basic to this model of development,

the first of which is the following:

Sovereignty resides with the people, the real social actors of positive change. Freedom
and democracy are universal human aspirations. The sovereignty of the people is the
foundation of democracy. The legitimate role of government is to enable the people to

set and pursue their own agenda. (ibid)

Such notions of development as involving local, democratic, participatory
control, have been applied to South Africa by Roodt (1996) among others,
and informed the ANC’s Reconstruction and Development Programme. Thus
Pillay (1996:325) wrote that ‘According to the RDP...a key indicator of
democratisation will be the extent to which organs of civil society, in particular
the social movements and non-governmental organisations that were central
to the liberation process, play arole in shaping the new order.” These
development theorists embrace the idea of localised control or participation in
development implementation, within a larger national polity and global
economy where inequalities in power and access to resources remain. The
more optimistic among them assume a state that is committed to a
developmental programme, and some form of partnership between state and
civil society. The more sceptical urge people towards self-reliance rather than
holding high expectations of the state. Such theories are generally suspicious
of the state playing a highly centralised and controlling role in development;
instead, they emphasis the need for decentralised development at the level of

local government.

Local democracy: Local government and questions of scale

It has been convincingly argued that the smaller the polity, the more
accountable are elected leaders to their base. Conversely, the larger the polity
and the fewer the elected representatives for that electorate, the greater the
level of autonomy of the leaders from their supporters. Thus Mosca; in his
study of elites, noted that ‘the larger the political community, the smaller would
be the proportion of the governing minority to the governed majority’ (Bodley
1999:596). Kosse examines ethnographic studies of power and the scale of

societies to show that in local settlements of fewer than 150 people, all adults
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can participate in decision making. When numbers grow to between 150 and
500, some people are excluded from decision-making; he implies that it is
usually women. Between 500 and 2 500, kinship comes into play as a means
of selecting leaders; Kosse sees the limit to group size as being 2 500 when
social power is organised by kinship and participatory democracy. Beyond this
number, a formal political elite and a regional polity ‘necessarily emerge’.
(Bodley 1999:597) Bodley also notes that 500 people (or objects) is seen as
the maximum that can be ‘proficiently worked with’ within a ‘particular
information domain’ — and that this applies to political decision-making as
much as to military units. So ‘if members of a decision-making elite must
interact with each other face to face, we would expect that it would never
exceed 500 people, regardless of the total size of society, although it might

direct a hierarchy of lower-level elites.” (1999:596)

This would seem to hold true in the most general sense when applied not only
to parliaments, but to structures of civil society such as trade unions and civic
organisations. Thus in polities larger than 500, some combination of
representation with direct or participatory forms of participation is necessary.
The ancient direct democracies were effective only when limited to a certain
number of citizens. In the Athenian polity, posed as an ideal of civic
participation, the quorum for the citizens assembly was 6 000. This assembly
met at least forty times a year to deliberate issues of public concern. It elected
a council of 500 to formulate policy proposals; members of this council in turn
rotated serving on a committee of fifty, each president holding office for one
day only. ‘The emphasis was on active participation and on each being ruled
and ruler in turn’.(Phillips 1991:24)

Arendt, in her discussion of the notion of civic republicanism, draws on the
Greek idea of citizenship. She notes that ‘governments are now judged
primarily in terms of how well they serve our material interests and how
careful they have been to leave us in peace. The idea that politics is about the
pursuit of public happiness or the taste for public freedom has been tossed

aside as an archaic ideal.’ (Phillips 1991: 47) This is related to the issue of
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scale, for ‘The polis, with its emphasis on action and speech, could survive

only if the number of citizens remained restricted’ (Arendt 1958:43)

Given the above argument about scale, it is clear the direct democracy must
be supplemented by some form of representation, whether we are dealing
with a nation-state of fifty million, a city of one million, or a community of one
hundred thousand people. Yet the holding of elections does not necessarily
mean the abandonment of all participatory forms of democracy. One such
means of holding representatives to account is through the use of mandates;
the mandates are in turn developed through a participatory process. So
Philllips (1991:40) argues that

The scale of contemporary society inevitably forces us to rely on representation, for we
cannot hope to meet together in citizens’ assemblies and take all decisions ourselves.
We can however minimize the effects of size by biding our representatives to pre-
agreed policies and programmes. Thus instead of electing them to do what they think

to be best, we can keep them still accountable to the meeting.

This notion relates closely to the conception and practice of trade union
democracy in South Africa, where the labour federation COSATU has a
legacy of holding elected worker leaders to account, and feels the same way
about political leadership (see Ginsburg et al, 1995). The mandating of
political or civic leaders has been practised in a more limited way and with

less success in South Africa.

Given the size of national polities, the argument that democratic local
government is necessary in order to bring government ‘closer to the people’ is
hard to dispute. In South Africa, the elected parliament of four hundred
represents a population of forty-four million people, with an electorate of
around thirty million people. While the debate around the role of regional or
provincial governments is not dealt with here, the role of local government is
considered to be of particular importance. This is because the case study is
one of a community situated within an urban polity, where local government
has considerable power and has been the focus of political mobilisation and
debate.
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Local government is seen as an important forum for political participation, for
a number of reasons, one of which is related to the argument about scale and
accountability. As Hanekom (1988:19) argued, ‘Democratic government is
accountable government. Local government should therefore assume an
important place in the ideas of democratically minded people. Its close
relationship to the public makes it ideally suited for the purpose of broadening
the base of democracy.’ In addition to giving inhabitants of a town or city a say
over local matters, and holding their elected representatives to account,
participation in local government affairs has additional value for democracy. It
provides important experience and education on ‘the art of governing’; and it

should promote greater efficiency through decentralised administration.

Atkinson has challenged the notion that local government is always ‘closer to
the people’ and noted ‘Local governments are notoriously susceptible to
becoming local oligarchies’ (1997:2). To prevent this, she suggests that
certain institutional mechanisms can be adopted — in particular, certain types
of electoral systems for local government. In a system where there are ward
representatives, she notes that the councillors have ‘several competing foci of
representation, including the ward, the city as a whole, the party, or the
pressure group. It should be noted that different foci are not necessarily

mutually exclusive.’ (1997:14)

The governing ANC in South Africa has acknowledged the importance of local
government through its adoption of new legislation to grant local government
greater autonomy, increased powers and an important developmental role.
The way in which ordinary citizens participate in local government structures
and hold elected representatives to account at this level has thus become

increasingly important in a study of democratic participation.

Strong democracy and the active citizen

Accepting reluctantly the combination of ‘capitalism and democracy’ not as
the ‘best possible political shell’ (see Jessop 1978:39) but as the structural
limitations within which these societies operate, there has been a revival of

interest in how to expand or strengthen democracy within these limitations.
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The minimum conditions for democracy are considered to be governments
elected freely and fairly on the basis of a universal franchise; and as Phillips
(1991:10) notes, this ‘vitally important’ right is ‘enjoyed by only a minority in
the world.” While agreeing that the ‘minimal’ version of democracy is
important, she argues that it is not enough, and returning to Rousseau'’s
critique of representative democracy she argues that ‘the minimum is also so

very minimal.’

Phillips (1991:17) has noted that in Europe, radical democracy was
associated with socialist theory and with the ideals of participatory and
economic democracy described above. In America, however, radical
democracy was associated with ‘small town democracy’, and was not
economic but civic in nature. Barber is one of the foremost exponents of such
radical democratic thought, and has similarly developed a critique of liberal or
‘thin’ democracy, and developed the idea of ‘strong’ democracy based on an
active citizenry; in his words (1984:227), ‘Activity is power’. He argued that it
was the experience of participation in direct rather than representative
institutions of democracy that made for good and active citizens. (Mansbridge
1995:2) This notion of democracy as citizen participation has been applied by
institutes such as the Centre for Living Democracy in the USA, where activists
such as Frances Moore Lappe have designed manuals to encourage greater
citizen participation. Lappe, (cited in Cloete 1998:19) using a similar notion of
democracy to that being put forward by South African activists in the 1980s —
that of ordinary people taking control of all aspects of their lives — argues that

‘Democracy is not what we have, it is what we do.” #

Other American radical activists, including Saul Alinsky, have developed
methods of participatory community activism for challenging power relations
at local level and inspired organisations such as the Industrial Areas Network
to do so (see Reitzes 1987). Other networks and institutions encouraging
democratic and active citizenship in the United States include the Civic
Practice Network, the New Citizenship Movement and the Movement for Civic
Renewal. All are based on theories of democracy and participation such as

expounded by Barber, Pateman and Mansbridge among others. Such
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theories take the existence of a stable state with formal democratic
procedures for election of government as a given, but understand the
limitations of representative democracy as practiced. They put forward the
ideal of citizen participation, through various forms of participatory democracy

as complementing and enhancing representative democracy.

While ideas of citizen participation developed in the liberal democracies of the
West, people of the still-colonised world, former colonies and countries of the
Eastern bloc (in other words, many countries of both the ‘second’ and ‘third’
worlds) were still engaged in a struggle for basic democratic rights and
freedoms. Struggles against apartheid in South Africa and authoritarian
regimes in Latin America and Eastern Europe had in common the demand for
the extension of democracy and basic human rights to all citizens. While the
goal of such struggles was primarily for the limited or minimalist democracy of
the ‘first world’, in the process of struggle there were many experiments with
more radical forms of democracy. Whether or not such movements were
‘demobilised’ as a condition of democratic consolidation is a moot point, which

is discussed in more depth below.

At the turn of the twentieth century, the critique of liberal democracy has not
lost its relevance. Indeed, with the end of the Cold War, the hegemony of
capital on a world scale has meant for many people — especially those in the
‘second’ and ‘third’ worlds — even greater loss of control over their lives at the
social and economic level. In his argument for participatory democracy for
South Africa, more than twenty years before representative democracy was
attained, Turner asked the crucial question: ‘How can the citizen be integrated
into the political system? We have seen that the vote itself does not of itself
do this.” With great prescience he anticipates the advent of representative

democracy, and the potential for ordinary people to thereby lose power:

If | merely vote once every five years | have no meaningful control over decision-
making. | am not involved in politics between elections, and therefore do not acquire
the knowledge on which to base my decisions. The structural political relationships are
much more important than is formal education in determining political knowledge. Nor
am | in any position to prevent various organisational oligarchies from arising. There is
a danger that the very political parties established to provide for mass political
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participation will become such oligarchies. The leadership controls the financial and
communications resources and is in a position to use these resources in bidding for
personal power, rather than to ensure popular involvement. Once this happens, the
individual, faced with steam-roller political vote-collecting machines over which she/he
has no control, becomes even further alienated from the political process.(1972:70)

Dahl, Held and others question the assumption that political dederacy in its
liberal or representative variant alone can ever create conditions for real
equality or social justice. Is it possible to ‘reinforce’ representative forms of
democracy in some way with direct forms of participation by citizens — or will
this pose too fundamental a challenge to power relations in our highly unequal
global society? Held’s radical model of cosmopolitan government, sensible as
it seems, would meet iron resistance from the powerful elites in the global

community — whether transnational corporations or nationalist regimes.

Are models of representative and direct democracy mutually exclusive, as in
the old ‘liberal versus Marxist’ debates of the Cold War era? In this context,
even in the popular movements in South Africa, where the majority were
disenfranchised, the ‘left’ expressed scorn for the institutions of liberal
democracy. ‘Voting every five years is not enough!’ we declared; ‘we want
control over all aspects of our lives!’ Held suggeéts they are not mutually
exclusive; the participatory democracy model contains elements of both.
Phillips (1991) and Bottomore (1993) come to similar conclusions on the need
to extend and deepen liberal democracy, not replace it in its entirety. The
Italian socialist Noberto Bobbio has come to a similar conclusion as well.

While agreeing with the critique of representative democracy, he argues that

There is no clear-cut distinction between direct democracy and representative
democracy. Instead there is a continuum, in the sense that the one shades into the
other by degrees. When it comes down to it, what is participation, based on the right to
delegate and revoke a mandate, other than a form of democracy which is somewhere
between representative and direct democracy?’ (Bobbio 1986:112)

He goes further to argue that representative democracy is not equatable with,
or confined to, the parliamentary system; and that extending democracy refers

no longer to extending the suffrage. In this way, the demands for greater
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democracy in contemporary society mean ‘spreading participation in collective

decision making to areas outside the strictly political sphere.’(1986:113-4)

In summary, the critique of representative democracy, and the ideal of a more
participatory democracy, were taken up by Pateman and others in the idea of
worker or workplace democracy. Others took it up in Western Europe and
America in the ideals of the ‘New Left’ in the 1960s and 1970s. Feminists
emphasised participation in political processes, access to such processes,
and the breaking down of the barrier between state and civil society as a
means to such participation. More recently, Barber and others have stressed
the idea of the active citizen. Development activists and theorists from
developing countries have stressed the notion of people-centred or people-
driven participatory development. Various forms of mass mobilisation against
authoritarian or colonial rule have embraced democratic participation by
ordinary citizens. It is this notion of a critical, active, socially responsive
citizenry that informs this thesis, and is explored in relation to the Kwazakele

community.

Through this survey of various theories of democracy, democratisation and
civil society, we arrive at a point where the relationship between the different
democracies is what is at issue. To try and simplify the debate: what is the
relationship between liberal and radical versions or practices of democracy, or
between weak and strong democracy? Can representative democracy exist
only if participatory democracy is weakened? Can it be supplemented or
strengthened by participatory democracy — but in civil society, rather than in
the state itself? Does it have to be replaced entirely by participatory
democracy? In Held’s (1987:263) critique of participatory democracy, he asks
three crucial questions. The first relates to the organisation of the economy;
and will not be addressed here. The second asks how institutions of
representative democracy are to be combined with those of direct democracy
— which remains an open question, to be addressed in the case study below.
The third challenges the assumption that people want ‘to extend the sphere of
control over their lives’ and asks ‘What if they do not want to do so? What if

they do not really want to participate in the management of social and
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economic affairs? What if they do not wish to become creatures of democratic
reason?’ This assumption, which is integrally related to the issue of political

participation, will also be tested in the case study below.

Political participation

Political participation is one of the key concerns of the discipline of political
sociology. ‘Traditional democratic theory generally regards participation by the
individual in political activity as a virtue in its own right’ wrote Dowse and
Hughes in their textbook on political sociology. This view of democracy
‘implied and encouraged a high level of popular involvement.” (Dowse and
Hughes 1986:266) Participation has been seen as ‘a civic duty, as a sign of
political health, as the best method of ensuring that one’s interests are not

neglected and as a sine qua non of democracy.’ (ibid)

Most of the theorists of democracy outlined above, including Held, Barber,
Turner, Diamond, Pateman and Bobbio, would advocate or envisage a high
level of citizen participation in their ‘ideal’ democracy. For Barber, ‘strong’
democracy is nothing less than ‘politics in participatory mode’ (1984:151)
Indeed, any democracy which attempts to go beyond the minimum definitions
requires a high level of involvement from its citizens. Held concludes that ‘...it
would be a sorry outcome for democracy in general if the extraordinary
political events of the 1980s and 1990s ushered in a period of unquestioning
celebration of the limited democracy we currently enjoy’ (Held 1993:109). Yet
the reality is that within ‘thin’ democracies, participation within its institutions is
often limited. Hence one of the chief concerns of political sociologists has
been to measure and explain the varying levels of citizen participation in
political institutions.

Assumptions about levels of political participation

Dowse and Hughes note that despite the traditional understanding of political
participation as being the sine qua non of democracy, ‘it is difficult to believe
people do display high rates of political participation and interest, except in

general elections.” Even in elections, the level of voter participation is highly
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variable. (Dowse and Hughes 1986:266). They conclude that citizen
involvement in politics is ‘invariably...far below that implicit in the classical
models of democracy.’ (ibid) While various explanations have been given for
low levels of citizen participation in Western democracies — some of which
have been mentioned by Turner above - they are not assumed to be of
significance in a transitional society such as South Africa. In this thesis such
assumptions as are made by Dowse and Hughes with reference to Western
democracy are not accepted as being necessarily applicable to a country like
South Africa. Rather, the level of political participation in this new democracy
is measured in order to ascertain whether it is low or high, and to ascertain
whether it increases or decreases over time as the democracy is
consolidated. The method used to measure participation is described in
Chapter 2.

Many of the other assumptions of Western political sociology are also not
accepted in this case study. For example, studies of participation in Western
liberal democracies have shown consistently that there is a correlation
between class or social status and level of political participation, with people
of lower class or status participating less than those of higher class or status.
Similarly, status is linked to gender, with women — who have lower social
status than men — participating to a lesser degree than men in politics.
Participation Ievels are also linked to education, race, religion and ethnicity.
(Dowse and Hughes 272-3) In this case study, the level of political
participation of a previously unenfranchised, poor, black working class
community is measured. Most members of this community have low levels of
education; and just over half are women. Yet, it will be seen that levels of
political participation are consistently high — both in the absolute
measurement, and among groups which are usually considered to be ‘low

status’ — uneducated elderly women, for example.

It can be argued, though, that women learnt to articulate their needs through

participation. It has been argued that

...a key implication in terms of democracy is the transformative significance of

meetings, discussion, talk. Interests are not already ‘there’, pre-given or fixed.

31



- Democracy is not just about registering one’s existing preferences and views....there is
a prior and continuing process of creating one’s identity, constructing one’s interests
and forming one'’s political views. (Held 1993:102).

In South Africa, black women were denied the opportunity to participate in
representative forms of democracy. Thus the ‘transformative significance’ of
participation in informal or civil society structures was even more essential for
overcoming passivity, and for the realisation of self-confidence as citizens.
Through this process came the creation of — not so much an identity — as a

self-perception of being an empowered individual.

Another variable which is considered important for measuring political
participation is the length of residen'ce of an individual in the locality, or the
stability of a particular community. This parﬁcular factor is seen to hold true for
the case study in question, as will be described in Chapter 3.

Lastly, the issue of scale is also important in relation to political participation.
Held (1987:162) has noted that people participate more extensively in
decision-making when it is related to issues that ‘directly affect people’s lives’
and in addition, when ‘those affected can be confident that their input into
decision making will actually count.’ In this quote, he uses a phrase commonly
used in the 1980s in South Africa — a phrase which informed the method of
organising communities around very localised grievances or problems, as a
means of not only getting people actively involved, but getting them to feel
that their actions did ‘matter’. Doing so at local level provided the basis for a
national movement of opposition against the apartheid state.

Formal and informal political participation:

Political sociology has traditionally made a distinction between institutional
and non-institutional forms of political participation, which correlates broadly to
the distinction between state and civil society. Formal or institutional
participation involves participation in elections to those bodies that control
government at various levels. As such elections are contested by political
parties, such parties are considered the primary institutions of political
participation by those who wish to be more involved than ‘just voting'.
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Lobbying political parties or public representatives is also considered to be an
integral part of the model of representative democracy. Other forms of political
participation, such as the mobilisation of social movements and protest
groups, are considered to be ‘non-institutional’ or ‘informal’ and outside the
bounds of ‘normal’ politics. Thus textbooks on political sociology often have a
chapter dealing with conventional forms of political participation, and another
chapter dealing with ‘social movements’ or ‘pressure groups’ (See Dowse and
Hughes, 1986; Orum, 1978.) Thus Orum (1978:339) notes that

Indeed...the arena of politics often looks as if it consists mainly of the established
political institutions of a society — the status quo — and those small, sometimes informal
groups that are attempting to wrest power from the establishment and to refashion the
nature of the rules that govern the arena of politics.

Bottomore (1993:29), in a more recent volume on political sociology, avoids
this crude division by analysing political action of both kinds in one chapter;
yet even he makes the basic distinction between social movements and
organised political formations. He comes to the conclusion that in Western

democracies, social movements are

a more or less permanent feature of political life, reflecting a broader movement to
extend democracy. Representative government, parties and elections are now seen
increasingly as providing an essential framework but as inadequate by themselves to
establish a democratic society in the more radical sense of government by the people.
(Ibid 1993:41).

Without going into too much depth on the way in which forms of political
participation have been further typologised or categorised, these constructs
can be applied to South African society. It is particularly easy to make the
distinction between formal and informal participation in the apartheid era, as
the majority of the population were excluded from most forms of political
participation in formal institutions; indeed, much of the struggle was around
the demand for ‘normal’ citizen rights, to vote, to stand for election, to form
political parties, to freedom of speech and association. Because of this
exclusion, the focus — particularly among the disenfranchised majority — was
on social movements or, as it was termed in the 1980s in South Africa, ‘extra

parliamentary politics’. Yet even given this division, a careful study of the
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history of political participation in urban African communities in South Africa
shows that a mixtufe of both forms of participation occurred. This is explored
in Cherry 1999, where the intermingled ‘traditions of inclusion and exclusion’
of the African population in Port Elizabeth are detailed. This point is significant
in relation to the case study, as it should not be assumed that all residents of
a particular township had no prior experience of political participation in the
formal or institutional sense. In addition, there is an important theoretical point
to be made. This is that the distinction between the institutions or forms of
political participation is not always as clear as it appears in American
textbooks. Thus the transformation of the ANC from a liberation movement to
a political party has been a gradual and contradictory process, with many
arguing along the way that the more ‘grassroots’ and open style of a
movement may be more appropriate to the type of democracy we are trying to
build in South Africa. The tendency to bureaucratisation and centralisation is
not confined to the new political parties, and extends to both trade union and
civic organisations which become more leadership-driven as they are called

on to participate in corporatist arrangements at national level.

Participation in the informal politics of civil society is more difficult to measure
and analyse than that of participation in political parties and elections. It
involves a range of structures and activities, and participation that may be in
opposition to, or in a collaborative relationship with, government. Debates
around corporatism and the influence of civil society in policy formulation form
the framework within which ordinary citizens engage in political action to try
and realise their own ends. While this debate is still of great importance in
South Africa today, with institutional forums such as the National Economic
Development and Labour Advisory Council (NEDLAC) and other forums
providing a ‘space’ for labour, civic and other organisations to influence
government, this will not be explored in detail here. The reason is that such
corporatist arrangements, and policy formulation in general, are not usually
accessible to ‘ordinary people’ and thus they do not have much chance to
participate politically at this level. It can be argued, of course, that they should
be able to influence policy, perhaps through participation either in their party
branch or in one of the other branches of the organs of civil society — a trade
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union or a local civic organisation — which in turn will reflect their views in the
policy making forums at national level. Moreover, civil society in the liberal |
sense of the word does not demand a high level of participation from citizens:
thus Gellner argues that ‘Civil Society is an order in which liberty....is
available even to the timorous, non-vigilant and absent-minded.’ (Gellner
194:80)

Participation in social movements which are oppositional, as opposed to
engaged in the collaborate arrangements described above, is viewed with
ambiguity by the democratic government. While conservative or liberal critics
(see, for example, Jeffery 1991) are fearful of social mobilisation, and have
stressed the dangers of mass mobilisation, the governing ANC is torn
between the desire for stability and the need to maintain an active support
base. On the opposite extreme are those proponents of ‘new social
movements’ (see, for example, Bond 1994) who argue that the mobilisation of
the poor is the only way to pressure the state to respond to their needs, and
prevent the state from acting simply in the interests of capital. Such
arguments around mobilisation are reflected in the development debate, as
dealt with elsewhere. Thus some activists on the left of the ANC (see
Nzimande, 1995) argue that civil society should not be seen as oppositional,

but as mobilised in partnership with the state.

Democracy and civil society in South Africa

The concern of this study is the post-transitional consolidation of democracy
in South Africa, and the role of civil society in that consolidation process.
There is an assumption that the consolidation of democracy in a minimal,
process-definition sense of the concept, has been successful — although there
are those who argue that the change of government is one of the crucial tests
of the success of democratic consolidation. It is argued here that despite the
fact that a change of government is unlikely, there are other ways in which a
democratic culture has been consolidated in South Africa. This thesis goes
further than the limited definitions of democracy used by the transition

theorists, however, and asks how deep the new democracy really is.
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The civil society debate

In the analysis of processes of democratisation in the 1980s and 1990s, one
variable was debated particularly heatedly: that of the role of civil society. The
term ‘civil society’ has held two distinct meanings in the South African political
vocabulary. The first meaning is related to the radical concepts of civil society
and hegemony derived from the Marxist Antonio Gramsci. This meaning was
used in the context of the 1980s to describe a process whereby the liberation
movement established its moral authority and legitimacy over the majority of
the population — a sort of popular consensus in opposition to the authoritarian
state. This mass opposition was not a ‘civil society’ in the original, liberal
sense; thus Reitzes (1995:100) and others argued that it was incorrect to
identify many organisations which were attempting to seize state power or
democratise the state, as beihg part of ‘civil society’. This second meaning
has become the normal usage in South Africa, in the sense in which political
scientists such as Stadler (1992:29) have argued for the need for a strong civil
society. A'good ‘operational’ definition of civil society in this second sense is

that used by Gellner (1994:5): the civil society is

that set of diverse non-governmental institutions which is strong enough to
counterbalance the state and, while not preventing the state from fulfilling its role of
keeper of the peace and arbitrator between major interests, can nevertheless prevent it
from dominating and atomising the rest of society.

While acknowledging that posing the Marxist and pluralist traditions as binary
opposites is unhelpful in dealing with the complexity of the real world, Gellner
argues that we need to use the above ‘operational’ definition of civil society,
and give it a ‘down to earth sociological meaning — institutional pluralism of a
certain kind.’ (ibid 1994.60) He defines it further by saying that civil society is
a ‘cluster of institutions and associations strong enough to prevent tyranny,
but which are, none the less, entered and left freely, rather than imposed by

birth or sustained by awesome ritual.’ (1994: 103).

Gellner argues further that rather than understanding what happened in

Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s as a process of democratisation, it
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should be understood as a process of building or creating a ‘Civil Society’ in

his sense of the term.

Theorists of democracy who operate in the abstract, without reference to concrete
social conditions, end of up with a vindication of democracy as a general ideal, but are
then obliged to concede that in many societies the ideal is not realizable. They end up
with an ideal, universally vindicated in some bizarre sense, but one which at the same
time is quite irrelevant to many, probably the very large majority of societies, because it
is held to be inaccessible to them...So, although ‘democracy’ is indeed involved, it is
the institutions and social context which alone make it possible and preferable that
really matter. Without these institutional pre-conditions, democracy has little clear
meaning or feasibility. If the term is simply used as a code name for that set of
institutions, then of course no harm is done. Because it highlights those institutional
pre-conditions and the necessary historical context, ‘Civil Society’ is probably a better,
more illuminating slogan than ‘democracy’. (1994:189)

While Gellner sees civil society as the outcome of the democratisation
process, some of the ‘transition theorists’ have a different and more limited
application of the idea of civil society. In relation to transitions to democracy,
O’Donnell et al (1986:26) held that civil society was ‘resurrected’ during the
abertura or liberalisation phase, after which it was ‘demobilised’. This, he
argued, was in the interests of a stable transition to ‘normal’ democracy, as
too much pressure from civil society could result in a right-wing backlash or
counter-coup. Diamond, on the other hand, saw a positive role for civil society
within the context of building a culture of democracy. In his scenario, civil
society strengthens and supplements ‘normal’ democracy. He examines the
building of a political culture through civic education, a free press, and the
activities of various institutions in civi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>