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The political landscape and the state of South Africa’s Democracy after 20 

years. Reviewing the 2014 elections and discussions around social justice 

Lebohang Liepollo Pheko (Kasa Conference October 2014) 

 

Background  

 

Twenty after the first fully inclusive and democratic elections were held in South 

Africa, the country is in the flux of transformation and is struggling to overcome the 

burden of race, class and gender-based inequality inherited during the periods of 

colonialism and Apartheid dispossession. The main goals of the transformation 

process include the facilitation of socio-economic development and growth, the 

enhancement of the standard of living, and the empowerment of the socially and 

economically excluded people, particularly the indigent. There is clearly a high 

coincidence between gender and poverty and women's realities in South Africa are 

still determined by race, class, and gender-based access to resources and 

opportunities. The components of the vulnerability matrix use four dimensions 

namely financial assets, physical assets, social assets and human assets have also 

gained currency and provide a comprehensive framework to not only describe the 

dimensions of poverty but to also understand nuanced experiences of poverty. 

This further confirms that race, class and gender are the determinants for the 

prevailing political, social, and economic inequalities that require targeted policy. 

As we step into the 21
st

 century, we are confronted with the reality of neo-

colonialism collapsing and by the imperative urgency of having to craft new social 

and political systems that will respond more effectively and with greater durability to 

the needs and exigencies of millions of African people, who by and large were 

excluded from the benefits of democracy. Their angry and loud responses to this 

continued exclusion are often characterised as service delivery protests in local and 

international writing but in fact represent are more fundamental phenomena. This 

phenomenon is connected to the evolution of nations, the contradictions of class 

and power, the lineage of power and privilege and its inability to cede benefits 

without pressure and force. 

 

Conceptual clarity  

 

Concepts such as civic actor needed to be rethought as well as the notions of ‘civil 

society’ and ‘uncivil’ actions as a way of bringing about social change. The analysis of 

the question about what may be going wrong needs to be preceded by the analysis 

of what is currently occurring. The notion of whether civil society is indeed civil has 

resurged over the past few years globally and South Africa’s vibrant social 

engagements including elections, protests and other forms of social action provide 

important locus of examination. New forms of civil participation have become a 

critical discourse. 

Some critics argue that in the emerging South African state, it appears that state has 

turned against its people, people have turned against the state and that people have 

turned against people in this regard citing post-election discontent and deep fissures 
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even within the ANC. The ongoing voices of opposition forces as political parties, 

social movements , labour movements , women’s movements and other forces for 

change illustrates that the ballot is not always a litmus of popular sentiment. 

In acute socio-economic challenges, agency expression does not necessarily bring 

about change but increases resistance. The neat interaction between structure and 

agency should take place through ruptures from society, outside the formal domains 

of society. The ability to initiate social change through agency expression through 

structures needs a high level of organisation, what happens without the appropriate 

‘know how’ of these structures.  

Having passed twenty year gate, South Africa’s growing understanding of its own 

role as a nation, as a state and as a country has now gone to the ballot box five 

years. There are many outstanding achievements that the past twenty years have 

yielded but five elections seem to be returning diminishing results.  

 

Why do we protest? 
 

Many reasons for protests are offered. The most cited reason is dissatisfaction with 

the delivery of basic municipal services such as running water, electricity and toilets, 

especially in informal settlements. Unemployment (officially at around 25%), high 

levels of poverty, poor infrastructure, and the lack of houses add to the growing 

dissatisfaction in these and other indigent communities. This comes in the wake of 

political promises during the election period that all or most of these issues would be 

resolved once the new government took office. Many protesters insist that this has 

been a recurring narrative with every election since 1994. This is largely supported 

Prof Nico le Roux from the School of Public Management and Administration at the 

University of Pretoria, in which he reminds us that the elections were followed by 

similar demonstrations in 21 local communities in different parts of the country and 

for precisely the same reasons. Another consideration is the fact that the South 

African election normally takes place in the April/May period, immediately before 

winter when its harsh realities exacerbate the absence of life's immediate 

necessities. 

Myriad other reasons or causes of the public disillusionment are often proffered 

including allegations of corruption and nepotism within local government structures. 

Other protesters contend that the poor service delivery is largely the result 

deployment of ANC ‘comrades' to positions for which they are not qualified. The 

sentiment of late minister Sicelo Sieceka that ‘many of our municipalities are in a 

state of paralysis and dysfunction' is not entirely without merit.  

 

The roots of protest: Poverty and social conditions  
 

In South Africa, women and Africans being the principal end users of services 

experience the effects of social disinvestment more immediately and acutely than 

other. Race, class and income delineations mean that African women particularly in 

rural and peri-urban areas in South Africa are the most affected by these policy 

choices. Growing evidence illustrates that the long-run development trajectory in 

South Africa has been one that has generated a very high-inequality society with a 

strong racial component to this inequality. The bottom half of the income 
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distribution was reserved for Africans and, at any of a wide range of poverty lines, 

poverty was dominated by Africans. Even without the direct racial interventions in 

the labour market such as the reservation of jobs that took place under Apartheid, 

the racial biases in determining where people were allowed to live and in the 

education, health and social services policy matrix would have created a workforce 

with racially skewed human capital and spatial characteristics. Such spatial and 

human capital legacies leave a very long-run footprint and these processes are hard 

to reverse.  

The debate about the meaning of poverty continues. In spite of this, certain basic 

steps in the analysis of poverty have become quite standard (Hentschel and 

Lanjouw, 1996:1). First, households or individuals are ranked on the basis of a 

welfare indicator – usually income or consumption expenditures. Second, a poverty 

line is selected which separates the poor from the non-poor. Finally the poor, 

identified in this way, are then examined more closely through the construction of a 

poverty profile. Debates have also centred on whether relative or absolute measures 

of poverty should be utilised particularly because differentiated interventions are 

required. Whatever the limitations of the new social movements then have been in 

an organisational, political and strategic sense, they represent different trajectories 

in our evolving political discourse and political practice. More importantly they 

assumed organisational form and spread across the country – the Abahlali Base 

Mjondolo in Durban , the Anti -eviction campaign in the Western Cape, Landless 

Peoples Movement and a myriad other organisations. Initially many of the activities 

were in general fragmented, dealt with a single issue or with a single dimension of a 

problem, without attempting to articulate it into an overall alternative political 

project. They were largely spontaneous social and political ruptures which are 

temporary in nature, due to the transitory nature of issues that they dealt with, 

impacting on their long-term sustainability as a political project.  

Now however, there are still ephemeral in nature, but have a level of organisation, 

identifiable leaders, and some degree of coherence. In other instances – 

organisations involved in direct action activities like Equal Education, Section 27, My 

vote Counts have adopted single issues, but have mobilised across organizations, 

classes, races and communities, and have adopted structured organisational form 

and importantly sustained campaigns of some duration. Though not involved in 

violent service delivery protests, on occasion people can be found to be participating 

across both of these types / modalities of civic or political expression.  

 

Structural Unemployment 
 

The systemic use of black labour to generate capital through a labour intensive 

strategy of intensification of extractive and agriculture sectors may not have been 

sustainable. The Verwoerdian policy of creating a skewed European economy in 

Africa for the small minority of White people meant that the supply for skilled 

workers could not be met by White employees. 1970 the supply in African labour 

was 68% out of a population share concentration totalling 70%. This decreased to 

59% of the workforce with a population that grew to 76.5% of the total share. 

Women were and remain the most disadvantaged as result. By 1995 female 

unemployment among all racial groups was higher than among men. For African 
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women it is estimated at over 60%. Added to this the fact that 65% of Africans aged 

between 16 and 25 are unemployed we are faced with an entire generation of 

women who have never nor will ever work in their entire lives. This aggravates the 

acute pauperisation across generations and impedes the opportunities of social or 

economic mobility for most women.  

One institution that has had a major impact on relaxing credit constraints for the 

poor in general and for poor women in particular has been microcredit. Microcredit 

programs, by providing small loans mainly for non-agricultural microenterprise 

activities, have had a significant positive effect on household incomes and assets, 

child schooling, child and maternal health, and the empowerment of female 

borrowers. Consequently, microcredit programs are found widely around the 

developing world and are considered to be an important, cost-effective instrument 

for helping the poor transform their economic circumstances by enabling them to 

pursue more lucrative livelihood opportunities. 

 

Financial markets  

 
At a deeper level of analysis, these crises would be revealed to be aspects of one 

complex multi- dimensional and fully systemic crisis in which South Africa is 

embedded. This is systemic in a more fundamental sense than in the way that this 

concept is now used by many mainstream analysts. Their usage is merely to suggest 

that the crisis is serious or widespread and potentially destabilising; rather than in 

the sense that it emerges from the very functioning, the very logic of the capitalist 

system. The ever-expanding production and technological growth under capitalism 

produces not only enormous production and overproduction with simultaneous 

over-consumption and ‘under-consumption’ (a euphemism for dire poverty for 

specific social and geographical sectors). These dynamics also produce the vast over-

accumulation and concentration of capital and the rise to dominance of the financial 

sector [Keet 2009]. In this situation, the unregulated - and deliberately de-regulated 

- activities of financial institutions and financial speculators accentuate their 

economic dominance. These features are, together, driving the highly integrated 

internationalised capitalist economy to the brink of disaster because this grossly 

imbalanced and intrinsically unstable system is now global in its reach and effects. In 

this context, the State globally is to some extent a hamstrung facilitator of capital 

interests that often obscure and subvert the well-being of communities, families, 

voters and residents.  

Closer to home 

 
The recent and seemingly growing incidences of civil and community unrest across 

South Africa arguably points to a growing aloofness of the State and legislative 

processes from the citizenry. Protests about service delivery and access to basic 

services have seen standoffs between the State through police, the army and social 

movements. These movements are increasingly articulating the aspirations of 

popular citizen’s and consumer movements and are increasingly playing a more 

pivotal role than the better resourced NGOs. These movements are typically less 

funded and the participants live the reality of the issues. The contestation for space 
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between NGOs as facilitators and enablers and social movements as mobilising 

forces is often quite fractious although some would argue that they play a mutually 

enabling role. 

The protests in various communities relating to the residents right to be consulted 

on demarcation and ,protest against water privatisation and growing environmental 

activism illustrate the extent to which struggle is becoming criminalised in South 

Africa . That communities feel compelled to engage in direct action is suggestive of 

people who are not being heard by the State, the Legislative process and its organs 

and that elections are indeed an insufficient conduit of liberty.  

Civil society on the continent is reluctant to let the state control and dictate terms 

for the development of the continent. Such a move could give an opportunity to 

political leaders to side-line civil society and increase state arrogance. Those who are 

in support of civil society playing a significant role argue that the state has no 

capacity to deliver efficiently to citizens by itself. 

The existence of a strong civil society working alongside a capable state is seen as 

necessary in order to civilize the state. The concern of the state is to what extend 

should civil society be allowed to intervene in addressing key challenges facing 

societies. Citizen, unlike the subject, is an active participant in the political input 

process—the process by which political decisions are made. However, the dominant 

role of the state will continue to dictate the terms of this partnership. The situation 

where citizens are simply subject on the receiving hand of government actions and 

decisions is being seriously challenged on the continent. 

 

The construct of Governance Failure is crucial when considering the protests. The 

accountability –oversight – responsiveness nexus is crucial whether one is referring 

to the failure of accountability and responsiveness of politicians and officials to 

citizens, whether its people is held to account in political parties, or whether it is the 

weaknesses and failures of supervision, oversight, accountability and compliance in 

state institutions or organisations. It is true also of the performance of political 

parties, parties in legislatures, legislatures themselves, local councils, state 

departments and organisations like the police, in general.  

 

Social Unrest and Policy Planning  

 

Macro policy impacts and constrains delivery. Even IF the accountability – oversight 

– responsiveness nexus can be resolved, constraints may occur because macro policy 

dictates may constrain, for example capital expenditure - when councils are forced 

to drive for budget surplus. In that instance crucial expenditure on infrastructure 

maintenance, spare parts, technical specialists and the like, hampers delivery. This in 

turn has downstream effects. Governance failure from a more instrumental policy 

perspective results in downstream problems in sequencing and planning - 

inappropriate prioritisation, improper planning and inadequate budgeting. Without 

priorities, planning and budgeting “service delivery” on scale, to target and which 

meets citizen’s needs, cannot happen. Important to also note are the discursive 

shifts in tone and substance on the protests. Though there is persistence in referring 

to them as “service delivery” protests, increasingly that there is recognition that 

some of the protests are demands for accountability, better governance and 
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responsiveness with some authors suggesting that “People are demanding public 

service, not service delivery”. 

 

Many of these characterisations are indeed applicable. However the service delivery 

dimension is cannot be ignored nor can the possibility the , as is the fact that some 

protests are driven by intra political party battles between local party seniors who 

may be displaced on party lists or as ward candidates or because of influence in 

awarding contracts and tenders. There are continuities with the past and there was a 

relative respite of mass social protest for only for three years in South Africa -1996 to 

1998.  

 

Significantly, these issues are not South Africa specific. With the onset of the global 

rising prices of FFF (finance, fuel, food) mass direct action and collective action has 

been evident on the streets of the UK, Portugal, Ireland, Greece, France, Kenya, 

Uganda, Latin America, most recently Brazil.  

 

African Spring? 

 
Collectively, it is assumed that this rebellion of the poor may lead to an “African Spring”, 

akin to the “Arab Spring”. This is unfounded. The Arab Spring was premised on the 

fact they were fighting against illegitimate governments. Here, the legitimacy of 

government is not in question. Rather, it is the credibility of its operations. It is about 

the Government’s ability to function or not, not its right to exist.  

 

The second is that some public discussion has tried to draw a linkage between the 

protests and that occurred in Marikana. This however, is a distinctive phenomenon. 

While the underlying roots might be same—political and social inequality and the 

lack of social power—the drivers are very different. Much of the service delivery 

protests are sporadic uprisings, leaderless, ambiguous and flash in the pan. Marikana 

was entirely different. It had very specific dimensions, such as the inter-union rivalry, 

identifiable leaders, quite specific demands (R12500 pay for rock drillers on the 

mine) and there is a level of organisation (a formal Union) and the issues are 

identifiable and clear.  

 

In conclusion 
 

Historically, the administrations post 1994 demobilised what could have been levels 

of social and civil organisation such as the UDF and associations loosely allied to the 

tri-partite alliance and the mass democratic movement) .These may have assisted to 

contain, or constructively channel this. The possible risk to the ANC at the time was 

that social and civic organisation might usurp the political structures of the ANC. The 

upside consequence was maintenance and grasp on the instrumentality of political 

power but with an almost daily insurrection (though localised) in the streets.  

 

The extreme neo-liberalism of the 1980s gave capital a free hand to intimidate the 

States by the supremacy of the market ideology epitomised in the SAPs. States were 

required to pull back at the very to moment they ought to be have been aggressively 
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intervening to correct the inadequacies brought about the invisible hand of the 

market in its unfettered form. What was understood as protecting the public interest 

was now excoriated as heavy-handed regulatory browbeating. Whereas the State is 

supposed to have a capacity to exercise legitimate coercion, the idea of State-

induced development that had gained so much currency and retained for so long 

was disapproved in course of the 1980s. 

The civil society with the help of external donors tended to emphasize and expose 

this failure. The formation of the modern South African State in 1994 coincided with 

the broad difficulties of reconfiguring states, citizenship, power and the fractious 

relationship they sometimes experience.  

The extreme neo-liberalism of the 1980s gave capitalism a free hand to intimidate 

the States by the supremacy of the market ideology epitomised in the SAPs. States 

were required to pull back at the very to moment they ought to be have been 

aggressively intervening to correct the inadequacies brought about the invisible 

hand of the market in its unfettered form. What was understood as protecting the 

public interest was now excoriated as heavy-handed regulatory browbeating. 

From the early 1970s developing countries began to argue for the right to 

development as a distinct human right at the collective level, constituting the third 

generation. Many argue that some civil and political rights are necessary conditions 

for sustainable democratic governance. "Fundamental to democratic participation is 

the right of individuals, groups, and peoples to make decisions collectively and to 

choose their own representative organizations, and to have freedom of democratic 

action, free from interference." The point remains however, that the full range of 

people’s rights cannot be guaranteed unless they are specifically promoted and 

protected in law and by popular organizations. Freedom and independence 

everywhere are born out of struggle. They are claimed in struggle, not given. Even 

elections will remain merely formal declarations if popular movements, political 

parties, unions and other mass based formations cede their right and ability to 

demand more and better from the South African state.  
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