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Abstract
Participation has become increasingly important in the rhetoric and practice of local
government. As a method it can be used for two major kinds of political purposes. On
one hand it can function as an information gathering exercise which better informs
officials about the needs of citizens. On the other it allows people to engage government
on the best ways of meeting social needs. This paper argues that democracy is advanced
further by the second conception of participation. The purpose of the article is to
develop five research questions that should be asked about participatory methods.
Firstly, what benefits and pitfalls are linked to participation? A variety of benefits are
said to arise from using participatory methodologies including better information about
needs and the empowerment of the beneficiaries of development. The virtues expounded
by those using participation should be located within these broader discourses about
development and democracy. Secondly, does participation facilitate deliberation?
Participation does not necessarily allow people to raise counter positions and often
straitjackets discussion into consensus oriented outcomes. A more democratic kind of
participation, it is argued, would not fear debate but rather encourage and facilitate it.
Thirdly, how do scales of participation and scales of decision making intersect? With
the advent of unicities in South Africa, decision making is not devolved to the most local
scale. However, participation often happens at the local scale of the ward. The
interaction between these scales is key to determining the degree to which people
influence policy. Fourth, whose agendas are represented at ward meetings? It is argued
that critical reflection on ward level participatory meetings is required in order to
determine whether the most marginalised people are being accessed. Finally, are
dissenting voices outside of participatory forums seen as valid? A danger of formal
spaces of participation is that they effectively shut down other initiatives to engage the
government critically. Together these questions are intended to allow for critical
reflection on the democratic value of participation.
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Participation has emerged as fundamental to planning in post-apartheid
local government. The 2000 Municipal Systems Act stipulates, for example,
that ‘the local community [is] to be consulted on their development needs
and priorities’ (South Africa 2000:29.1.b). It is envisioned, furthermore, that
local government will use participation when drafting its Integrated
Development Plan, an over-arching strategic vision drafted by each council
for its five year term of office (South Africa 2000: 25.1, Harrison 2006). This
directive has resulted in new experiments in participation by local government
in South Africa. For example, when the eThekwini municipality was
developing its first Integrated Development Plan (IDP) in 2002 and 2003, it
used ward meetings to engage ordinary citizens about the city’s strategic
plan. Trained facilitators drawn from the ranks of government employees
from various departments and senior government officials were dispatched
off to community halls around the metropolitan area. Meetings in many
wards were well attended and resulted in intensive discussions about
priorities and needs. The commitment by the officials who participated in this
process was remarkable. Aggregated feedback from communities can be said
to have informed the eThekwini IDP document.

It is widely accepted that it is beneficial to include grassroots participation
in government. There is a broad consensus that people should no longer be
treated as the passive objects of development but actively participate in
development processes (Mohan and Stokke 2000:253). However, participation
does not necessarily embody a set of values in and of itself. Rather it should
be seen as a method that can have different kinds of outcomes. The literature
I review in this paper points towards a basic distinction between two
positions. On one hand, participation can be thought of as a way of better
informing officials and elected representatives about the needs of citizens.
A close understanding of what people require allows government to design
and implement the most effective solutions. On the other hand, participation
can be thought of as a way of allowing citizens to contribute to a debate on
the best mechanisms for meeting social need. Not only are people consulted
on what they want but they engage on more political questions of how needs
should be met.

In order to understand these two positions, it is valuable to consider a
second dichotomy, namely kinds of democracy. Representative democracy
emphasises the role of politicians in determining policy as a result of the
mandate they receive on election day. Deliberative democracy, by contrast,
argues that in addition to a well functioning electoral system, citizens should
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have opportunities to challenge and debate policies and their implementation
on an ongoing basis. For Young, the ‘normative legitimacy of a democratic
decision depends on the degree to which those affected by it have been
included in the decision-making processes and have had the opportunity to
influence the outcomes’ (2000:5-6). Democracy, in this model, is not simply
the election of representatives but the ongoing participation of citizens in
the deliberative processes that determine policy and resource allocation.

Dichotomies are useful for stimulating conceptual discussions but their
application to real world cases soon undermines their neatness. Invariably
particular contexts contain elements of both models, and additionally, other
kinds of frameworks can be applied to the issue of participation. The value
of mapping crude models lies in being able to provoke discussions about
kinds of democracy we should have. My bias in this paper is for the second
position in each of these two dichotomies: a model of participation and
democracy which allows citizens to participate in determining policies and
resource allocation. The achievement of social justice must allow people
who are to be affected by decisions to influence the outcome of those
decisions. Examples from contexts outside South Africa show that where
citizens, including the poor majority, have control over budgets then
expenditure on the needs of the poor will increase. It is true that elected
representatives may well take decisions in the interests of the poor without
their participation. However, leaving such choices in the hands of elected
representatives allows politicians to determine how best to meet the needs
of the most marginal citizens. These citizens may be asked to accept acute
levels of ongoing suffering that are said to be for their own or the greater
good. Where citizens themselves are able to influence decisions, the
imperative of addressing suffering becomes far stronger and more direct.

The purpose of this paper is not to develop a full justification of a
deliberative democratic position, which is a well established one in the
literature (eg Young 2000). This is a discussion paper in which I attempt to
sketch out questions that might inform a research agenda on the democratic
role of participation in South Africa. The questions I pose in this review
emerge out of fieldwork conducted in 2003 and 2004 in eThekwini on the
establishment of post-apartheid local democracy (Ballard et al 2007). Using
the literature, I identify five research questions that relate to the promotion
of a deliberative participatory model. First, what benefits and pitfalls are
linked to participation? When researching participation it is important to
identify the range of benefits that might be claimed of participation to allow
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for debates about what participation should be doing. Furthermore the
growing critique of participation as it has been implemented is important for
recognising that not all feel it to be unambiguously virtuous. Second, does
a particular participatory regime facilitate deliberation about major policy
choices amongst citizens? This section suggests that some political
environments resist deliberative modes of participation. Third, how do
scales of participation and scales of decision making intersect with one
another? The restructuring of local government in the 1990s created large
municipalities which now face the challenge of engaging larger numbers of
citizens. If the scale of that engagement does not match the scale of decision
making for the municipality, then the possibilities of citizens influencing city
decisions is reduced. Fourth, whose agendas are represented in ward level
meetings? If it is important for participation to access the voices of the
marginalised, then it is necessary to reflect on whether the marginalised are
represented at participatory forums. The invitation of local civil society to
participate, I suggest, may not serve this purpose entirely. Finally, are
dissenting grassroots voices seen to be valid? One danger of having formal
spaces of participation is that they can be used to delegitimise other
grassroots voices which might be critical of government policy. However,
a deliberative framework would suggest that critique is part of the process
of debating and challenging government policy and resource allocation to
best meet citizens’ needs.

Question 1: What benefits and pitfalls are linked to participation?
Participation became particularly associated with development in the 1970s
when development agencies turned to participation and empowerment as a
way of making their work more effective. Cornwall (2002) suggests that by
the 1980s this progressive thrust was lost to the promotion of participatory
methods as a way of saving costs. Participation allowed for the use of
beneficiaries’ labour to implement projects and could therefore reduce the
costs of projects By the 1990s, the growing interest in the devolution of
government and the role of civil society promoted the methodology of Rapid
Rural Assessments and Participatory Rural Assessment into more widespread
applications. Participation gained currency as a mode of government which
was meant to achieve development by engaging more directly with ‘the
people’.2  Contemporary planning theory, for example, is strongly influenced
by communicative action theory, which ‘argues that planning decisions
should be reached through collaborative processes involving all
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stakeholders, and conforming to particular rules which ensure that
participation is fair, equal and empowering’ (Watson 2003:197).

The promises of participation have been wide ranging, and include
various material benefits, and intangible benefits such as empowerment and
the deepening of democracy. In material terms, advocates of participation
suggest that it can result in tangible outcomes. In the South African parlance
this means delivery, or the physical installation of infrastructure and
delivery of services. Tangible outcomes can come from participation in four
possible ways. First, it can be seen to arise from more creative and innovative
solutions being found through the involvement of beneficiaries (Fung and
Wright 2001:32, Young 2000:166). Secondly, participatory development is
said to result in projects that are of more utilitarian value to communities
because their input helps to avoid the construction of inappropriate projects.
A related idea is that there will be a higher chance of success because there
will be more buy-in from the participants during planning who therefore have
a stake in its successful implementation (White 2000:145). Thirdly, as
suggested above, some believe that participation improves development
‘efficiency’. This refers to the displacement of labour and costs to the
beneficiaries themselves (Cornwall 2002:11, Mosse 2001:17, White 2000).
Fourthly, advocates of participation who seek greater social justice point to
the experience of initiatives as enabling a more pro-poor agenda (Young
2000:17). In Kerala, for example, substantial budgets have been devolved to
local levels where task teams decide on expenditure. As a result the overall
outlays on housing, water and sanitation have increased (Heller 2001:143).
Another example is Porto Alegre, where participatory budgeting has had the
effect of ensuring that investment in poor areas exceeds investment in
affluent areas (Baiocchi 2001:48).

Participation is seen not just as a means to achieve distributive ends, but
also a means to alter processes and relationships themselves. It is not only
a means of making better material interventions in the lives of the poor, but
is a way of transforming the way that the poor relate to development agencies
and government and vice versa. Alongside tangibles such as houses, water
and sanitation, participation is said to enable intangibles such as
empowerment and accountability which are a necessary outcome of an
‘emancipatory strategy’ (Parfitt 2004). It is hoped that once people are no
longer treated as objects of development but active participants in projects,
innovative solutions will help solve a community’s development problems.
A different kind of intangible outcome is improved accountability. Putting
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government officials in direct contact with citizens serves to shorten the
chain of accountability (Fung and Wright 2001) which is normally less
responsive when channelled only through political parties (Jones and
Stokke 2005). Intangible shifts in the way development agencies and the
poor relate to one another would, in turn, improve material outcomes but
some would argue that these intangibles are also ends in themselves (Parfitt
2004).

The hegemonic position of development thinking has begun to accumulate
critique. Concern has been growing that, like ‘empowerment’, ‘sustainability’,
‘bottom up’ and other development buzzwords, ‘participation’ in practice
can be much less radical than its virtuous reputation implies (Pearce 2000:33,
Petras and Veltmeyer 2001:133, and Souza 2006:334). One concern is that
participation opens up opportunities for patronage (Mosse 2001:30). Second,
the approach often presumes homogenous ‘communities’ and conceals
power relations within these communities (Cleaver 2001:44). Third, claims
that participation counters damaging ‘top down’ development approaches
do not always accord with the way this methodology is used in practice.
Fourth, participation lends legitimacy to development initiatives without
necessarily substantially changing the balance of power in projects (Mosse
2001:23). Fifth, claims that participation accesses ‘local knowledge’ have
also been critiqued for ignoring the complex ways in which knowledge is
produced and for distilling complex local knowledge into simple consensus-
oriented representations (Kothari and Mosse 2001). Sixth, concerns have
also been raised about the way in which local knowledge is imagined as being
in existence prior to the participatory relationship and simply needs to be
collected by experts (Mohan 2001:159). Finally, concerns are raised about
the hidden role of experts in rendering this local knowledge usable in a
development context (Mohan 2001:161).

These well-established debates have much relevance to new experiments
in participation in South Africa. They also reveal the diversity of justifications
for participation, which itself becomes an important empirical question. This
idea is further developed in question two which specifically addresses the
role of participation in democratic decision making.

Question 2: Does participation facilitate deliberation?
The appeal of participation for those who would like to deepen democracy
is clear: occasional elections require a population to aggregate all their
concerns and beliefs about the way things should be done into a single mark
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on a ballot. Many societies fall within a narrow definition of democracy as
the periodic holding of elections (Cohen and Arato 2003:275). Elections are
taken to be a moment of democratic completeness, rather than just one of the
criteria of democracy alongside active citizens shaping their government.
There are calls to question the adequacy of regular elections in constituting
a democracy. Declining voter turnouts around the world are said to reflect
the poverty of democracy in its plebiscite form (Berg-Schlosser and Kersting
2003:8-9, Cornwall 2002, Young 2000:5). The redemption of democracy is to
be attained, therefore, through the direct involvement of people in decision
making. People would no longer be expected to distil all their complex
political concerns into a simplistic choice at the ballot box but could thrash
them out in public forums with fellow citizens. Even quite specific issues
could receive detailed attention in such a process and alternative policies
could be proposed and considered.

Not everyone is convinced that democracy should necessarily try to
involve the public in intensive ways. Elite models of democracy understand
that a vote into office is essentially a political blank cheque for elected
representatives to proceed as they see fit (Cohen and Arato 2003). Those
elected to power behave as trustees with ‘independent judgement’ (Young
2000:128 citing Pitkin). Competition for power is seen to be the engine for
creativity and productivity, and professional planners and the state apparatus
become the ‘sole urban planning agents’ (Souza 2006:327). In this model
there is little need to go to the trouble of facilitating the participation of
citizens in policy choices since representatives have been authorised to act
on their behalf (Young 2000:128). ‘Enlightened despotism’ is tacitly or
explicitly taken to be more effective for delivering material advances than an
active and questioning citizenship (Neocosmos 2006:69).

In postcolonial contexts, elite notions of democracy are given a particular
form in the context of liberation. Heller reminds us that postcolonial
development is often conceived of in highly centralised terms where ‘central
and commandist states were the anointed agents of development’ (Heller
2001:135). Fragile nations had to be consolidated by strong national
leaderships who would play down potentially divisive differences. Fanon
has argued that such centralism rapidly strips postcolonial governments of
any basis for effectively achieving social justice and that liberation parties
eventually turn from any meaningful commitment to democracy towards
coercion (1967:138). From the moment colonial rule ends, the emancipatory
politics of a liberation movement are de-politicised and converted into
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technical processes run by professionals (Neocosmos 2006). In this vision
of a ‘revolution from above … the people are said to be at the “center of the
process” only to the extent that they “condition” its “rate of advance”, not
its outcome!’ (Mamdani 1996:132).

Debates have also arisen about the ability of people to influence decisions
in contexts where a single party is dominant. In South Africa, the absence
of viable political oppositions makes it even more difficult for voters to have
any leverage over a political party that is predictably returned to power time
after time (Piper and Deacon 2006, Southall and Daniel 2005). In the absence
of other mechanisms of accountability, a de facto permanent ruling party can
pursue unpopular policy directions simply because there is no competitive
party offering to implement alternative policies.

Participation then is sometimes seen as the route to re-centring the citizen
(Harbers 2007:40). The endorsement of ‘participation’ builds on the notion
of civil society that emerged in Eastern Europe in the 1980s which referred
to ‘active citizenship, to growing self-organization outside formal political
circles, and expanded space in which individual citizens can influence the
conditions in which they live both directly through self-organization and
through political pressure’ (Kaldor 2003:8). Such is the enthusiasm for
participatory government that it is sometimes seen as a substitution for
representative democracy (Cohen and Arato 2003:276). Others stress that
they do not wish to jettison representative democracy itself and see it as
necessary and important (Young 2000:133). Rather than replacing
representative democracy with participatory democracy, they advocate that
systems of representation be deepened so that they are more accountable
and develop stronger relationships with their constituencies (Young
2000:125). In other words, representation is not counterposed to participation
in an either/or choice. The uptake of participation is based on a conviction
that representation requires participation to work well.

The reaction, therefore, is not against voting or representative democracy
per se, but the notion that representative democracy in and of itself is
sufficient or constitutes some kind of substantial democracy. Any ‘leave it
to us’ message from elected representatives is, in the deliberative framework,
fundamentally undemocratic. A basic test of democracy is not whether there
are elections every now and again, but whether representatives are willing
to allow citizens to give quite direct guidance on, including critique of, policy
and the allocation of resources. ‘Active citizenship’ (Neocosmos 2006:70)
or ‘effective citizenship’ (Mngxitama 2006:164) would entail agency and
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independent thought at the grassroots. In contrast to the elite model, elected
representatives are not seen simply as trustees who can proceed as they see
fit, but also as delegates who have mandates from constituencies to which
they are accountable (Young 2000:128 citing Pitkin).

The growing body of writing on deliberative democracy seeks to capture
ways in which the public becomes increasingly involved in democratic
practice (Baiocchi 2001:44, Cohen and Arato 2003:275, Young 2000). The
process of deliberation allows for critical assessment of various policy
proposals. Some in a policy debate may attempt to persuade others that a
particular route is best. Others will assess the strength of the proponents’
argument and can choose to accept it or engage it more critically. It is not
expected that the result will be some kind of consensus or full endorsement
of the outcome; this process may well entail conflict. However, through a full
exploration of the advantages and disadvantages of various possibilities
there the public can apply reason to particular decisions (Fung and Wright
2001:19, Young 2000:23). Cooperation rather than consensus becomes the
goal. If properly implemented, it would allow for participants to transcend
their particularistic interests and engage in problem solving reasoning that
might run against their particular advantage. Participants’ views would shift
during the course of such deliberations (Young 2000:42). In this process,
Young recognises the importance of broadening the definition of political
communication to include narrative and protest (2000:70). Furthermore,
while particularism is not the basis of all argument, deliberative democracy
should allow for the expression of different social positions (Young 2000:83).

Question 3: How do scales of participation and scales of decision
making intersect?
The context for understanding urban participation in South Africa is a period
of comprehensive local government transformation which attempted to
break the unjust administrative structures of apartheid. This transformation
is characterised in part by a tension between two countervailing pressures,
the pressure to devolve and the pressure to aggregate. Local government
reform in South Africa resonates with global trends towards increasing
devolution of development responsibilities to the level of the city (Heller
2001:144). The generic appeal of devolution is improved access by citizens
to government who are more able to hold officials accountable (Young
2000:228). In this regard, devolution and participation go hand in hand (Fung
and Wright 2001:21).
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Yet as much as devolution has the potential to open up progressive
relationships between the government and citizens, limitless devolution
may work against the achievement of social justice. Young argues that in the
context of mass societies, we should be cautious of unbridled localism
(Young 2000:46). In the US, devolution has been the key mechanism through
which affluent groups have relieved themselves of the burden of the needs
of poorer citizens (Reich 1991:273). Devolution can, therefore, ‘exacerbate
the balkanization of a polity’ (Fung and Wright 2001:36). Opponents of
apartheid recognised all too well that one of the key ways in which white
privilege was entrenched was, effectively, through devolution (Swilling,
Cobbett and Hunter 1991:177). Municipal resources were collected and
spent at a very small scale. One of the great advances since apartheid has
been the creation of city-wide administrations which can pool resources
from all areas and distribute them outside of the immediate areas in which
they were collected (Hart 2002:46-7, Pieterse 2002:6).

The aggregation of local administration into single units represents the
geographic scaling up of municipal responsibility. Responsibilities that
have never before been given to local government are now devolved to
councils (Atkinson 2004). These councils are larger than they have ever
been, serving millions of people with single policies and coordinated
strategies. For the reasons outlined above, this arrangement is a defensible
one in terms of the need to transform South African cities to be more effective
at including those who had been excluded under apartheid. However,
consolidation raises questions about the way large local authorities relate
both ‘upwards’ to other spheres of government and ‘downwards’ to citizens.
The relationship between councils and provincial and national spheres of
government has been criticised for the way in which the latter have transferred
responsibilities to local government without necessarily transferring
resources for implementing them (Beall et al 2002:17, Hart 2002:47, van Donk
and Pieterse 2006:116). In addition, Metro governments are not necessarily
fully empowered to set policy on key aspects of the policy framework within
which they are supposed to execute these mandates (Atkinson 2007:53). For
Heller, technicist functions of development are devolved to local scales
while the central state continues to monopolise political and policy decisions
(2001:135). This technocratic vision ‘requires that decision makers be
insulated from the noisy world of politics … and the transformative thrust
must of necessity come from above’ (Heller 2001:124). IDPs seem to illustrate
this. Harrison describes IDP’s instruments of ‘local coordination, but where
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the system is closely directed and monitored by national government’
(2006:190).

Scale then is fundamental to the issue of participation (Mohan 2001:163).
As well as intersecting with the scale of the province and nation, municipalities
also construct and manage the scale of the local ward through various
mechanisms including ward meetings. To the extent that ward-level forums
are empowered to take decisions, are they taking decisions for their ward
only? How might a bridge be built between the parochial interests of each
of the wards in a city and overall urban strategy? Is there a disjuncture
between the ward level scale of participation and the metropolitan level scale
of decision making? Does the collection of needs and priorities in communities
allow citizens to steer major resource flows in terms of priorities for the city
as a whole? Bremner characterised the South African position thus:

In Porto Alegre the budgeting process – resource allocation – was
identified as the key vehicle for social and political transformation. In
South Africa, space was given this priority. Budgeting processes remain
largely untouched in the hands of officials who think in old paradigms
… The capacity for land development objectives to seriously redirect
development remains questionable. While this might change in time, it
has not been seriously addressed. (Bremner 1998:118)

Popular Budgeting in Porto Alegre has given some control over budgets to
people (Heller 2001:139). The problem of scale was resolved through having
a two tier system where local areas would decide on local priorities and would
also represent the local area at the municipal level to decide on collective
priorities (Baiocchi 2001:46).

Since Bremner’s work, there have been some city level budget meetings
in South Africa for stakeholders to hear the budget and give input. There has
also been some experimentation in devolving small budgets in order for ward
level forums to identify pilot projects. The extent to which these initiatives
allow citizens influence over the major resource flows in the city should be
part of a research agenda on participation.

Question 4: Whose agendas are represented in ward-level
meetings?
Zooming in on the dynamics of community interactions there are a host of
issues that need to be thought through. The IDP process in eThekwini
depended primarily on meetings that were not open to everyone. Rather they
were composed of representatives of community organisations. It was
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assumed that, through local organisations, any important issue could be
represented and communicated to officials. This assumption deserves a little
reflection. It is possible, for example, to have several hundred people at a
ward meeting representing a large number of organisations such as women’s
associations, the community police forum, a development forum, a civic,
sports associations, and so on, but these organisations only have
memberships which amount to a portion of a ward’s population of tens of
thousands of residents. Thomas notes that in an informal settlement in
Durban, 48 per cent of the women surveyed were not members of any group
(2002:122). Many lacked any confidence that they would be able to change
things by getting involved. Even if the membership of invited organisations
somehow matched the entire population of the ward, it is possible that
certain political positions or views on the local governments’ policy are not
captured by the local civil society that is available. For instance, a citizen
could be a member of the Community Police Forum and the Soccer Club, but
might not have anywhere to express his or her concerns about the structure
of water pricing.

Furthermore it is important to interrogate the ways in which these
representatives of organisations relate to their constituencies. Is sufficient
notice given to meetings in order for organisations to appoint representatives
and agree on a mandate? Are organisation representatives in fact representing
little more than their own on-the-spot opinions? Do participants of ward
meetings effectively access the most marginalised voices? Ward meetings,
albeit unintentionally, may attract local elites and gatekeepers whose wishes
often prevail (Cornwall 2002:8, Mohan and Stokke 2000:253, Pieterse 2002:21).
The spectacle of seeing large numbers of ward level meetings spread
throughout the city results in a perception that the neediest people are being
engaged and that these are public events (Mosse 2001:19). Yet this may be
an optical illusion. Local civil society is not an unproblematic proxy for the
citizenry of the city.

It is also important to problematise the feedback mechanisms from the
community to government. What authority do the outputs of these forums
have? Even if a decision is reached, to what extent is the government bound
to act upon this decision? (Piper and Deacon 2006). What, for that matter,
is the role of government officials in managing, collating and re-articulating
these messages from the ground?
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Question 5: Are dissenting grassroots voices seen to be valid?
A key feature of participation as it is defined in the legislation and as it has
been executed under initiatives such as IDP consultations is that it is formal
and state-led. A government may be genuinely interested in hearing from the
grassroots, but the inputs are at the state’s behest and on its terms. Such
participation has been called ‘invited’ participation (Cornwall 2002:17). Of
course, the citizens of a city need not be invited by its local government to
speak at a meeting it has set up in order for them to express themselves. There
can be spaces outside of these ‘officialised’ structures which have been
‘constituted by participants themselves’ (Cornwall 2002:17). Miraftab and
Wills call these ‘invented’ spaces of participation (Miraftab and Wills 2005,
Miraftab 2006).

Perhaps the most important problem with invited spaces of participation
is that they can paradoxically serve to demobilise rather than mobilise.
People drawn into engagements with the government are left with little
energy for activity outside of these engagements (Cornwall 2002:8).
Furthermore invitations to engage with the government may implicitly or
explicitly discredit other forms of expression:

Not infrequently those who assume a stance of rational deliberators in
public discourse invoke a narrow image of ‘civility’ that rules ‘out of
order’ forms of political communication other than prepared statements
calmly delivered. On this view, rowdy street demonstrations … go
beyond the bounds of deliberative civility. (Young 2000:47)

Inviting participation might allow an authority to claim that there should be
no need for anyone to operate outside of those invited spaces. Clearly the
government is not against participation – it has created forums for the
people to speak, but having established its moral authority as a supporter
of participation, it can demand to know why it would be necessary to operate
outside of those forums it has established for the purpose. Associations are
asked to ‘behave responsibly’ and are discouraged from extremism (Young
2000:48) or ‘radicalism and militancy’ (Fung and Wright 2001:34). In short,
authorities seek to ‘criminalize one informal space of citizenship practice by
designating the other as “proper” informal space for civil society participation’
(Miraftab 2006:195, also see Mercer 2000:505).

Where governments favour ‘invited’ over ‘invented’ spaces of
participation, it is necessary to ask what they seek to learn from or achieve
through participation. If the participation being claimed by government is
strictly of the invited kind, then participation is conducted on the state’s
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terms rather than the terms of the community. The purpose of invited
participation may be less about the content of what is communicated
through the engagement and more about constituting a certain kind of
relationship between the people and the government. In Watson’s
terminology, the state is attempting to create ‘proper communities’ (Watson
2003:197, also see Cleaver 2001:40) .The public is invited to act in partnership
with the government in a consensus oriented model, and is not encouraged
to engage the government critically. Potentially oppositional civil society is
domesticated and brought under control or is simply denied recognition as
civil society (Neocosmos 2006). Listening to some voices and not listening
to others may appear contradictory. However, this is entirely consistent with
a state strategy of managing, containing and channelling articulations from
the grassroots.

This is not to say, of course, that certain kinds of subversion or the
exercise of power from below cannot take place within formal participatory
spaces. The broad anti-criticism demeanour of the government does not
mean that all those who make formal participation happen are dupes of some
plot to demobilise citizens. The actual implementation of participation is one
which might not always itself be domesticated. Such spaces can be
commandeered and used in ways that were never intended (Cornwall 2002,
De Certeau 1984:37, Kothari 2001:150, Williams 2004:565). Hart, in discussing
Ladysmith’s open budget meetings, states: ‘From one perspective these
encounters between township residents and local state officials could be
seen as key sites for the production of consent. Yet the critical intensity with
which participants in the meetings held local official’s feet to the fire
suggests that consent is conditional, precarious, and must be constantly
renewed and recreated … What was happening in the Ladysmith open
budget meetings, I suggest, was not just the production of trust or even
consent, but intense plays of power in which the terms of consent were being
renegotiated, along with a recreation of township dwellers’ sense of
themselves as political actors in relationship to elected officials as well as
to local bureaucrats. Central to this process was the way words, images, and
symbols were being deployed to define the terms and terrain of contestation’
(Hart 2002:285).

If control of civil society was not a major objective of invited forms of
participation, then the government would be entirely open to the public
expressing dissent in a variety of forms. Thus the responses of government
to anyone who contradicts it are a crucial litmus test for its democratic intent.
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If the government refuses to engage, or moves to silence those who raise
concerns about its policy choices, then its claims to being ‘participatory’
begin to sound insincere. Such a caricature would not apply at all times to
the post-aparthied government, but it certainly has demonstrated its
willingness to silence or shut down its critics. Saul suggests that ‘the truth
is that many members of that leadership group are people of limited democratic
sensibility who simply do not like to be crossed’ (Saul 2001:20). Similarly for
Greenstein,

Popular participation is always seen … as a way of bolstering the role
of the state under ANC leadership, rather than as a potentially
contradicting, challenging, or forcing it to re-think its policies and
practices. From this perspective, the focus on participation does not
reflect recognition that civil society forces may play a role independently
of, let alone in opposition to, the ruling party. (Greenstein 2003:9)

The liberation movement infused the transitionary period with a sense that
unity and consent were required in the fight against apartheid (Mngxitama
2006:176). Yet the restriction of dissent continued beyond the end of
apartheid itself and into the democratic era. From the late 1990s, the
government began to label criticisms of its increasingly centrist policies with
the pejorative ‘ultra left’ (Cronin 2002, Hart 2007, Saul 2001:21, Saul 2002),
with particular scorn being reserved for members of the ANC-SACP-COSATU
alliance whose dissent was cast as treachery and ‘lacking revolutionary
discipline’ (Lekota, quoted in Desai, forthcoming). Outside the alliance,
leftist critics were slammed for their critiques of the government’s policy
choices (Leir and Stokke 2006). Social movements such as the Soweto
Electricity Crisis Committee, Landless Peoples Movement, the Anti
Privatisation Forum, and Abahlali baseMjondolo have had marches banned
(Bond 2006:121, Desai 2003, Goldstone 2005 and 2006, Lier and Stokke 2006,
Pithouse 2006:27). Forceful repression of movements hardly inspires
confidence that the government is tolerant of mobilisation which seeks to
engage it critically (Cock 2003:20). In contrast to deliberative democracy’s
support for argument and engagement, the present government has cast
critical mobilisation against its policies as anti-democratic. Those who do
mobilise are dispossessed, in the government’s analysis, of any free will and
are described as being under the spell of foreigners (Greenstein 2003:30) or
a ‘third force’ (Chance 2006:7).

Power holders today frequently assert that protests and social movements
have no value in the democratic dispensation, or in more extreme versions,
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are a threat to democracy itself. Whether one concurs with this is dependent
on whether democracy is conceived of in its elite definition or deliberative
definition (della Porta and Diani 1999:243). Social movements reject a
restrictive definition of democracy as operating through elected
representatives only and pursue a strategy of direct democracy which seeks
ongoing accountability. Cohen and Arato argue that social movements are
not antithetical to, but rather a key element of, ‘citizen participation in public
life’ (2003:286). Far from undermining democracy, social movements are
executing their democratic duty by resisting the pressure to become
‘assistants’ to the state planning apparatus and continuing to function as
constructive critics (Souza 2006:328). Social movements are, for some,
democracy at its most meaningful (Gibson 2006:5).

Conclusion
Democracy is not an all-or-nothing affair, but a matter of degree;
societies can vary in both the extent and the intensity of their commitment
to democratic practice… [D]emocratic practice is a means of promoting
justice [and] calls for widening and deepening democracy beyond the
superficial trappings that many societies endorse and take some steps
to enact. (Young 2000:5)

After the crisis of legitimacy of the 1980s and the rapid restructuring of the
1990s, the present decade has witnessed the attempt to entrench a more
durable and democratic form of local government in South Africa. While
much has been achieved in this process, researchers and critical civil society
continued to raise questions about the kinds of democracy that exist and
should exist. Consensus on the need for citizen involvement as a method
belies the fact that there is considerable divergence on the role of this
method. The agenda for future research should foreground an understanding
of the multiple claims about participation. These claims should be
contextualised with an eye to the particular ideologies of development,
community, democracy and scale being articulated by key actors, citizens
and the researcher.

Notes
1. This paper emerges from work on a project called ‘New spaces of democracy

in post-apartheid Durban’. I would like to thank the Leverhulme Foundation for
funding the project. I also benefited from stimulating interaction with others on
the team: Clive Barnett, Debbie Bonnin, Murray Low, Brij Maharaj, Jenny
Robinson, Di Scott and Thokozani Xaba. This paper was presented at the
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‘Inclusive Cities’ Conference, WITS, Johannesburg, 6-7 March 2007. I am
grateful to Max Andrucki, Teresa Dirsuweit and anonymous reviewers for their
valuable comments on drafts.

2. The use of consultative methods by government is not new. In the 1960s, the
US initiated Community Action Programmes which signalled the first in a series
of approaches that allowed community groups, activists and stakeholders to
determine the expenditure of special streams of government money (Eysenbach
2007). Indeed, the apartheid government itself held ‘public’ hearings on proposed
designations under the Group Areas Act (Kuper, Watts and Davies 1958:176).
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