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Abstract
South Africa has made the participation of communities and civil society in governance
part of its project for post-apartheid transformation and development. However, this
policy commitment has mirrored a decline of many once strong civil society organisations.
Here this contradiction is investigated through an examination of residential civil society
– street committees, civics and social movements – operating in the township of
Guguletu outside Cape Town. It is found that whilst policy seeks to promote civil
society empowerment it actually serves to undermine it. The fact that civil society is
placed in a subordinate position in its relationship with political society and that political
society dominates the distribution and administration of local government resources
creates the possibility for patronage and ties many residents and civil society organisations
to elected politicians, causing them to refrain from voicing discontent. This in turns leads
to a demobilisation within civil society. An examination of incidences of protest and
contentious political action in the township is used to further highlight the role of current
policy in weakening the ability of civil society to provide citywide visions of
development. The fact that participation is performed and resources distributed locally
serves to fragment claim making and this inhibits the linking up of civil society and
residents across the city as collective identities coalesce around narrow geographical
spaces. The consequences of this for strategies of community participation are then
considered and it is found that there are questions surrounding the extent to which
participatory policy, as currently enacted, can realise the goals it sets for itself.

Introduction: resources, distribution and decline
South Africa has made the participation of both communities and civil
society in governance part of its project for transformation and development.
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Tying in with shifts in both academic and development discourses (Barber
1984, Dahl 1989, Chambers 1997, World Bank 2003) government policy
contains both a rhetorical commitment to bringing national and local civil
society and interest groups into the decision making process, and has
provided for the establishment of a range of forums and mechanisms for this
purpose (South Africa 1996, 1998a, 1998b, 2000). However, despite the
valorisation of both public participation and local democracy at national and
international level, there has been only limited empirical investigation into
the success of such processes on the ground and those that have been
produced have suggested mixed results (Harriss et al 2004). This omission
gains further significance in South Africa because despite supposedly
supportive government policies many of the once strong civil society
organisations which existed under apartheid (Houston 1999, Murray 1987,
Seekings 2000, van Kessel 2000) have declined. Why, therefore, has a
government commitment to civil society empowerment and participation
paralleled a marked decline in civil society activity and strength?

By examining the practice of public participation and state-civil society
relations in Guguletu, an African township in the City of Cape Town, these
issues are addressed. In contrast to critiques that have at times placed
excessive blame upon civil society organisations themselves, it is found that
decline is in large part a logical response to the new political and institutional
context of post-apartheid South Africa and that whilst policy claims to be
promoting participation, it is, at least in the case examined here, in fact failing.
This is because whilst policy seeks participation, civil society and
participatory forums remain subordinate to political society. Therefore when
civil society is granted powers and responsibilities, this is at the discretion
of political society and at the local level this places councillors at the centre
of participatory mechanisms. This assumes significance because in Guguletu
civil society participates in the allocation of scarce local government
resources such as housing and employment. The centrality of the councillors
in these distributive networks allows for the exclusion of certain individuals
and groups from decision-making processes and local government services
in terms of their loyalty to incumbent politicians. Therefore amicable relations
with, or at the very least quiescence towards, ward councillors are crucial for
both individuals and organisations seeking to access local state resources
and this limits the willingness of civil society to challenge local political
figures, even when officially invited to do so.

However, there are limits to this loyalty and this paper aims to explain
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these. By analysing three specific situations in which residents and civil
society organisations have been involved in openly opposing local
government policy or local councillors, it is shown that protest is driven by
a similar logic to that which drives quiescence. It is found that where protest
occurs, it tends to be in response to a belief that quiescence is yielding
declining results and resources are being allocated unfairly – either as a
result of perceived corrupt practices, or because certain groups are felt to
be being unfairly privileged – rather than a response to absolute levels of
deprivation. The impact of government policy on contentious political
action is then considered and it is found that state policies and their local
implementation also contribute to the demobilisation of more radical civil
society organisations and actions, even amidst considerable public anger.
The fact that participation is performed and resources are distributed and
negotiated territorially – ie many resources are allocated either to specific
wards or geographically defined townships or communities – has a
considerable impact upon the ability of civil society organisations to
construct coherent programmes with which to confront local government,
as demands tend to become localised and fragmented. People construct
claims around their geographical location and protest when they feel
excluded from resources. However, individual wards and ward councillors
utilise different institutional arrangements and methods of working. Similarly,
different areas receive different resources at different times. This inhibits the
linking up of residents with common problems, even within the same
township, as different communities and wards have different experiences of
governance and delivery and, furthermore, gains for one ward or community
are often seen as losses for another. The consequences of the above for civil
society and participatory policies are then investigated and it is found that
there are considerable problems in using both forums for public participation
and civil society organisations as vehicles for city wide and national
programmes of development.

Residential civil society and official participation in Guguletu
Whilst there are many civil society organisations in South Africa, this study
focuses specifically upon residential civil society – that is those organisations
which deal with issues that affect township dwellers as residents of their
communities, such as jobs, housing and crime. Similarly, it focuses upon a
single township within the City of Cape Town – Guguletu.1 Guguletu is a
formerly African township that sits about 15kilometres to the south east of
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Cape Town’s Central Business District in the area known as the Cape Flats.
The building of Guguletu was started in 1956 and whilst it has some areas
of informal settlement and considerable numbers of people living in backyard
shacks, the core of the township remains formal housing built under
apartheid. Falling under the jurisdiction of the City of Cape Town Council,
at the time during which research was undertaken (before the March 2006
local government elections) Guguletu had seven local government wards, of
which three lay totally within its boundaries.

Guguletu was chosen for investigation for three main reasons. Firstly, as
will be seen, the history of civil society in the area since 1994 appears to
adhere to the general pattern of decline outlined above. As such it provides
a lens through which to investigate this decline. Secondly, as a large
township with considerable internal variation, being composed of seven
different wards and including areas of formal residential housing, hostels
and informal settlement, it provides an ideal area in which to investigate the
extent to which programmes of public participation, which tend to be focused
at the ward level, interact with civil society organisations which developed
before 1994 and often based their identities upon geographical spaces which
sit at odds with current ward boundaries. Identities based upon larger
geographical units, such as the township, and upon subsections of wards
and townships, such as the distinctions between hostels, informal settlement
areas and family housing, have all played roles in structuring civil and
political identities and claim making in both South Africa as a whole and Cape
Town (Cole 1987, Ramphele 1993, Seekings 1992). By looking at a single
township, the relationship and differences between individual wards and
within and between townships can be investigated. Finally, a geographical
rather than organisational focus was chosen, so that the multiple strategies
that people use when seeking to advance claims, could be investigated. As
Harriss et al argue much discussion of local democracy and civil society,
both radical and liberal, has tended to isolate civil society from political
society and has ignored the impact that political society has in setting the
framework within which civil society operates (2004). Therefore, considering
a whole community and the forms of organisation and claim making therein,
rather than single organisations, provides a framework within which it
becomes possible to trace the linkages between political and civil society,
and between different forms of civil society action and organisation, rather
than simply focusing upon civil society organisations in isolation.

Residential civil society in Guguletu exists on two levels.2 At the micro
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level are a series of street committees. Consisting of representatives elected
by the residents of each street these committees are normally made up of a
chair, vice-chair, secretary and treasurer, sitting within an executive committee
whose size fluctuates but is normally around ten. Despite considerable
variation, two key functions of the committees can be identified. Firstly, they
act as local arbiters, seeking to maintain peace within the street by intervening
in local disputes and calling criminals to meetings to explain their actions
and, where more serious crimes are committed, reporting culprits to the
police. Secondly, they mediate between individual residents and both local
government and civic organisations. For example, if a resident is in danger
of eviction, the street committee may conduct negotiations with the local
housing officials. Similarly local officials and councillors approach the street
committees when seeking beneficiaries for local government resources,
whether this is in the form of helping identify recipients of public works jobs
or deciding who has rights to rented housing when it become vacant.3

Above the street committees exist the civic organisations. Defining their
role is problematic because officials often exaggerate their strength. However,
a broad outline is possible. In Guguletu the civics are residentially based
organisations which organise themselves around both mass meetings open
to all, at which issues affecting individuals as residents of the township are
discussed, and around interactions between street committee members and
civic officials. Whilst historically there have been three different civics
which have operated in Guguletu – the Western Cape Civic Association, the
Western Cape United Squatters Association and the South African National
Civic Organisation (SANCO) – the former two lost prominence from the mid
1990s and most members moved to join SANCO. In Guguletu SANCO is
organised geographically around defined territories, which link together in
a hierarchical fashion. At the lowest level exist the area committees, which
are comprised of the street committees and residents of approximately five
streets. In turn these area committees send representatives to their SANCO
branch of which there are four in Guguletu. These branches also on occasion
call public meetings. These then link into, and report to, regional and then
national SANCO structures. Each of these structures has an executive
committee which is theoretically elected at regular intervals.4 SANCO
operates as an umbrella body for the street committees, to which disputes
and complaints are referred if they cannot be resolved at the local level. Here
the hierarchical structure comes into play, as issues that cannot be dealt with
at the level of the street are referred to the area, and if still unsolved to the
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branch and beyond. SANCO also calls meetings at which local issues such
as crime and development are discussed and these meetings sometimes
operate as forums where local councillors come to discuss proposals and
seek feedback. This feeds into the oft-claimed role of SANCO as a watchdog
for the community, ensuring that local government provides appropriate
services and attends to the community’s needs (although SANCO’s
willingness to challenge unpopular decisions and policies is questionable,
as will be seen later). SANCO also provides representatives for local
participatory structures such as the community development forums and
ward committees, as well as directly taking residents’ issues to local officials
and councillors. Here SANCO ties into the distributive functions performed
by the street committees, as in some areas SANCO is responsible for working
with and overseeing the street committees’ distribution of resources, or on
occasions identifying beneficiaries itself.

In line with national demands for public participation in local government
a range of institutional mechanisms and procedures have been established
by the City of Cape Town with which civil society organisations and
individuals in Guguletu can interact. At the City level, public input is sought
into the overall strategic direction of policy and spending priorities. Input
was requested through public meetings and submissions on the City’s
Integrated Development Plan, a statutorily required plan which outlines
development priorities and how they will be achieved. Similarly the City’s
budget is published before adoption and the public is invited to submit
comment and recommendations.

At the local level, input is sought on issues affecting individual
communities and their own development. Every ward councillor is expected
to hold at least four public meetings in their constituency every year, at
which s/he present ongoing developments and seek feedback. In 2005 the
City also adopted the ward committee system, although it was subsequently
discontinued after the change of administration in 2006. Here residents of
each ward elected ten community representatives as ward committee members
at an open community meeting. The representatives were forbidden to stand
as representatives of political parties and were usually members of civil
society organisations within the ward. In Cape Town each committee
member was chosen to represent a sectoral interest such as women, youth
or business. These committees met monthly with their local councillors to
discuss local government proposals affecting the ward and provide advice
and feedback to the councillor.5 Alongside these channels of participation
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there are also Community Development Workers (employed by the provincial
government) and Community Liaison Officers (employed by the municipality)
part of whose job it is to work with the local communities in identifying their
needs and ensuring that they are brought to the attention of the elected
politicians. Simultaneously when development projects are established in
an area local community development forums are created, and alongside
representatives of the businesses involved in the projects and the local
councillors, civil society representatives are also involved. These run
alongside permanent structures such as the community policing forums,
where the police, councillors and civil society representatives sit to discuss
policing priorities and strategies. A range of channels, therefore, exist
through which local residents and civil society organisations can bring
issues and concerns to the attention of both their elected representatives
and local government administration.

Discontent without representation
As with many areas within South Africa, residential civil society in Guguletu
since 1994 could be characterised within a discourse of decline. The level of
support enjoyed by SANCO appears to have fallen considerably in recent
years and key figures within both the branch and provincial structures talk
of falling attendances at meetings and involvement in the organisation.
Equally SANCO’s influence with both local government officials and
councillors is also seen to have waned, in spite of the existence of the formal
channels for public participation discussed above.6 However, existing
explanations for civil society decline struggle to fully account for several key
features of the local political landscape in Guguletu.

It has been suggested that transformations in the political context have
decreasingly favoured apartheid era forms of activism as political society
has been imbued with a newfound legitimacy and citizens now have a vastly
expanded range of channels through which to pursue their demands. A
consequence of both a legitimate government and legitimate political channels
for making claims is, therefore, that people are now willing to wait for results,
and where they are not forthcoming, to work within political structures:

The appearance of quiescence [within the civic movement] reflects
primarily the confidence in which residents hold political society, i.e.
confidence that it will deliver the goods over which some people had
taken direct action over prior to the political transition. (Cherry et al
2000: 903)
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However, this interpretation appears to be contradicted by both recent
events and research. Firstly, periodic explosions of sometimes violent
discontent have occurred in both Cape Town and South Africa as a whole.
In Guguletu this discontent was starkly revealed during a period of rioting
in May 2005, provoked by issues of housing delivery, which lasted several
days and by its end had seen 30 people arrested. Survey data on political
attitudes in Cape Town collected in 2003 further suggests that people have
limited faith in political society. Only about 15 per cent of respondents
trusted their ward councillors to ‘do the right thing’ ‘always’ or ‘most of the
time’, whilst over 30 per cent felt they would do the right thing either ‘never’,
or ‘only some of the time’. These results did not vary noticeably on racial
grounds (Seekings et al 2004:15-16). It may therefore be true that many
people have faith and patience with the system. However many people do
not.

Interviews with street committee chairs across Guguletu also revealed a
high level of discontent, particularly surrounding housing delivery.7 Even
ANC and SANCO members in the area acknowledge that the local council
is failing to deliver on its promises and to include people in decision-making
processes. As one ANC and SANCO member put it, ‘We are always crying
to our councillors, [about the lack of delivery] and, our councillors, they
don’t work hand in hand with us’.8 Yet despite these demands organisations
which have traditionally championed residents’ rights and still claim to do
so, such as SANCO, have remained mute. With regard to housing, a highly
contentious issue in both the township and the city at large, one resident
who regularly attended SANCO meetings revealed that in her area, SANCO
did not even discuss the issue: ‘[W]hen I was in... meeting[s] with SANCO
we didn’t talk about the houses, just talking about the violence and crime
and whatever’.9 In the public domain, members of SANCO in the township
have even condemned participants in protests, and rather than taking up
their grievances have characterised the discontent as the work of politically
motivated agent provocateurs. As quoted in a local newspaper, one senior
branch official in Guguletu said with regard to the housing riots: ‘What
started this whole mess is that people are playing on emotions to discredit
the current councillors’ (Cape Argus 2005:1).

In fact not only is SANCO failing to represent peoples’ interests to local
government, it is in many ways doing the inverse – defending the councillors
and government to a discontented populace. The above condemnation is
perhaps understandable, given the violent nature of the protest, but this
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even appears to be happening in community meetings. As another resident
who regularly attended SANCO meetings in his area says:

When we [were] calling the ward council[lor], ward council[lor] come
address the people about what [is]going on with that development [a
housing upgrade project in Guguletu’s hostels]. He didn’t know
nothing[sic]. Then those people, [the] structure of SANCO in this area,
they protected the ward councillor.10

These close relations between SANCO and the ANC were confirmed by an
executive member of SANCO Guguletu’s section 2 branch, who despite
arguing that SANCO was a home for people from all political organisations
also admitted: ‘Yeah, we are a political organisation… we will sell the ideas
of the ANC at our meetings, but you don’t necessarily have to buy them’.11

This quiescence even spills into the participatory forums, such as the
ward committees, established specifically to ensure  that government hears
civil society’s voice. In these forums, whilst discussing proposals brought
to them by their councillors, community representatives rarely highlight
contentious issues, such as housing, and instead allow discussion to be
driven almost wholly by the councillor. Equally, whilst members of the ward
committees are supposed to regularly liase with their defined constituency
between meetings, to provide feedback and gather opinions and concerns,
this appears to be the exception rather than the rule.12 Formal structures for
public participation in Cape Town seem therefore to be eliciting little
discussion of issues which lay at the heart of many residents’ hope for local
government and socio-economic transformation. In turn this quiescence
appears to be harming SANCO, at least if their success is measured by their
public support in meetings. The poor attendance at meetings reported earlier
can in part be blamed upon a failure to be more vocal. A senior member of
the SANCO regional executive committee who lives in Guguletu says that
‘people have stopped attending meetings’ and that this is in large part
because ‘SANCO has been so silent it seems as if it is non-existent’.13 This
was confirmed by ordinary residents, one of whom had regularly attended
SANCO meetings because she was waiting for a house, but said she had
stopped attending meetings because ‘I don’t see them moving now for
housing’.14

However, whist the failure of SANCO to provide representation for many
residents appears to have undermined its popular appeal, this has not
transferred into sustained organisation outside SANCO within civil society,
a fact which separates Guguletu from some other areas of Cape Town where
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organisations such as the Anti-Eviction Campaign, a group campaigning
against evictions and local housing policy, has managed to build a presence
(Miraftab and Wills 2005, Oldfield and Stokke 2004, Desai and Pithouse
2003). Even the housing riots, which burnt intensely for a short period,
rapidly subsided and the organisations set up to continue the campaign for
housing have suffered from poor attendance.15

Why, therefore, is established civil society in Guguletu so quiescent,
despite both discontent and a rhetorical commitment from SANCO to
represent community interests and to act as a watchdog over government
policy and delivery? Furthermore, why is this quiescence maintained, even
within forums deliberately designed for the expression of community interests
and needs to government and finally why, in the face of this inactivity, do
residents rarely seek or engage with alternative forms of organisation and
action through which to articulate their demands?

Explaining quiescence: public participation in practice
Much theoretical writing on political action and activism points towards the
need to recognise the rationality of political decision-making of both
individuals and individuals within organisations (Hirschman 1970). A
significant development in this regard was the idea of the political opportunity
structure. From the early 1970s theorists began to draw on rational choice
theories to argue that if people chose to advance their claims in certain ways,
they did so because these methods appeared to offer them the most efficient
way of reaching their goals. Similarly, the opportunities and constraints
offered by the political system played a major role in shaping the nature of
claim making by both individuals and civil society (Eisinger 1973, Tilly 1978).
As Sydney Tarrow argued:

If collective action is a form of politics, then as in conventional politics,
there must be a set of constraints and opportunities that discourage this
kind of behaviour and lead it in certain forms rather than others.
(1988:429)

Whilst much of the work on political opportunity structures has focused
upon contentious politics and the emergence of social movements – that is
politics, protest and collective action undertaken outside of formal
institutional channels of representation and claim making – what is of
interest in the case under investigation here is the impact that the political
opportunity structure has upon conventional claim making undertaken
through civil society organisations and by individuals within the



44

Luke Staniland

government’s institutional arrangements for public participation.
Several explanations of post apartheid civil society have placed much of

the blame for decline upon the civil society organisations themselves. As
Seekings argued in 1997:

[Civic] activists give the impression of being demoralised, bewildered
by the complexity and inherent pluralism of the new political context,
and paralysed by uncertainty over how to respond to elected councillors
who ignore them. Much of this is due to a lack of vision. (Italics mine)
(1997:27)

And Zuern in 2004:
How well it [SANCO] plays this role [as intermediary between
government, the ANC and local communities] and whether or not in
doing so it represents the interests of the majority of local residents,
completely depends upon the actions of local Sanco leaders. (Italics
mine) (2004:23)

However, such interpretations ignore the inherent rationality of civil society
quiescence and the finer details of the contexts within which local civil
society organisations operate – that is, they ignore the crucial role the
political opportunity structure has played in shaping civil society activism
– and it is here that much of the explanation of civil society decline in
Guguletu is to be found. For the quiescence of Guguletu’s residents, in spite
of continued hardships, is not simply a result of patience, bad leadership or
faith in politicians, but flows from the logic of the formal and informal
institutional, political and distributional context.

Two features of the political opportunity structure in Guguletu are key in
this respect. Firstly, ward councillors maintain a pivotal role within the
broader participatory structures outlined in legislation, and these participatory
structures are only loosely regulated. Secondly, within this loose framework
certain powers have been devolved to civil society, yet because these
powers are not legally guaranteed, civil society has to court favour with the
ward councillors to guarantee their continuance and effective operation.

Whilst the City of Cape Town has introduced several city-wide policies
on participation, overall there is a lack of formal procedures for regularising
and monitoring the practice of community participation and no demand that
councillors act upon information so gathered. Some initiatives, such as the
ward committee system, are prescribed centrally. However, beyond this
there is no set procedure for the conduct of participation, merely a shopping
list of possible options from which councillors can choose. Participatory
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practices are therefore highly localised and vary considerably between
different suburbs and wards.16 Local councillors can, in many cases, select
the forms of participation and the level of civil society involvement in these
forums. In one ward in Guguletu, for example, the previous councillor held
regular meetings with the chairs of all the street committees, as well as
SANCO officials, where local development issues were discussed. However,
the councillor elected in 2000 stopped these meetings, as he did not see them
as necessary.17 Local councillors also exercise discretion in pursuing concerns
raised by the civics, street committees and civil society in general. There is
no legislative demand that councillors must act on feedback gathered during
ward committee meetings, despite their centrality in Cape Town’s participatory
project before 2006. Equally each councillor can decide whether to take up
issues brought to them by the civics and street committees, as revealed by
the fact that in the same wards different street chairs report varying levels
of satisfaction with their councillors. In one street, for example, the chair was
very pleased because he had approached the councillor about housing and
the councillor had managed to find houses for two residents of the street,
whilst in another street in the same ward the chair felt that the councillor
ignored any requests he made.18

Alongside this lack of formalised procedures, local government also has
very limited capacity through which it can monitor and administer services
to the local population and this has led to both local councillors and local
government officials relying upon civil society to perform quasi-administrative
functions. Here three examples will suffice. Firstly, a large scale upgrading
programme has been introduced in Guguletu’s hostels, in an area of the
township known as Kiki. This project aims to transform the hostels from
dilapidated buildings, often containing upwards of three families in a single
room, to two and three bedroom flats, which current hostel dwellers are
reallocated into upon completion. However, due to the lack of records
regarding current residents of the hostels the council owns no clear list of
beneficiaries. Therefore residents were asked to register before the
development commenced and the local street committees played a role in
verifying their claims. Similarly, as the units have been completed, local
street chairs, liasing with members of the hostel development forum, which
includes both SANCO representatives and the local councillor, play a role
in identifying those most in need of accommodation as it becomes available.19

A similar process is at work in the distribution of food parcels for the most
impoverished township residents, provided by the council’s social
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development unit, and the offer of temporary employment, involving the
department of public works. Again there is no clear list of residents or their
incomes available through which to decide who is most deserving of these
opportunities. Therefore it is often the case that the local councillors, who
at times compile the lists of names which are used to allocate these
opportunities, will seek either the help of SANCO, and through it the street
committees, or simply approach the street committees directly and request
a list of worthy residents.20 These practices are not illegal, but nor are they
effectively regulated. Often they flow directly from formal legislation. In the
case of the allocation of hostels, for example, City of Cape Town policy states
that beneficiaries of state provided housing must not have ‘evidence of anti-
social behaviour’ and people can be refused a new house or moved down
the waiting list if this is reported (Cape Town 2001). However, it is the local
street committee, and sometimes SANCO, which attests to whether
neighbours have been anti-social and officials rarely investigate the veracity
of such claims. Therefore, whilst they have no formal rights to allocate
housing, the street committees and SANCO become de facto gatekeepers of
some housing opportunities.21

Alongside the powers which come from involvement with local
government, civic officials as individuals also accrue personal benefits
through their involvement. Local councillors control access to many jobs
and training opportunities which individuals in civil society hope to access.
Involvement in the development forums and local community initiatives
often brings with it small material benefits, such as the free meals handed out
to participants in neighbourhood watch schemes, or the food gathered from
gardening projects. Similarly, a range of training is made available to civil
society members, and job opportunities, such as the community liaison
officer positions, are at times given to SANCO members. A member of the
Guguletu Section 3 SANCO executive committee, who was sitting on the
ward committee in her area and who had been previously employed by the
Integrated Serviced Land Project, made this close linkage between
involvement in SANCO and access to opportunities clear: ‘I say to you if you
are a member of SANCO... [you should] get jobs, seminars whatever, courses
to be clear’.22 However, many of these opportunities rely upon maintaining
good relations and working closely with the local councillor, as it is the
councillor that plays a key role in selecting people for employment, and often
passes on names of people to be given training.23

Therefore, local members of civil society are given certain powers, which
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they can exercise to a large degree at their own discretion, and gain benefits,
by working with their councillor. The local street committee is able to choose
who in its street is worthy of a job, a food parcel, and who can move into some
vacated properties, whilst civic officials often oversee this process and can
veto decisions made by the street committees, and, through their role in
certain development committees, exercise similar powers. However, because
these powers are delegated, usually by the local councillor, they can be
removed or circumvented at any time. Equally, selection for involvement in
participatory forums brings with it some personal rewards, yet at the same
time, access to many of these rewards is again dependent upon local ward
councillors. The danger for street chairs, SANCO officials and members of
participatory structures is, therefore, that if they fail to maintain good terms
with their councillors these powers and the resources which accompany
them will be removed from them and distributed elsewhere. One ward
committee member in Guguletu made this abundantly clear. When asked
what would happen if she did not have a good relationship with the
councillor she said that the consequences would be that ‘The work [of the
committee] will  [get] stuck[sic]’. As a result of this, she argued, that as a
member of the ward committee, ‘You must protect he or she. If they [the
community] criticise her or she or him, you must stop it’.24 Thus, the
participation of civil society in the distributive regime in Guguletu has
played a central role in drawing civil society into a dependent relationship
with the local council and its councillors.  The fact that SANCO derives most
of its benefits, both as an organisation and as a collection of individuals,
through its relationship with local government and ward councillors has
created a situation in which it is more important for civil society organisations
to please their councillors than it is to represent broader community
concerns.25

Similar factors also underlie the reason why, despite their discontent,
little effort has been made by residents either to turn to alternative channels
for representation, or to force the existing civil society organisations to be
more pro-active. Just as the civil society organisations are tied into
dependence upon the local council, residents are in turn drawn into a
dependent relationship with both civil society and their councillors. Often
it is through their interactions with the street committees and SANCO that
residents’ entitlements to government resources are negotiated. It is therefore
crucial for residents to remain on good terms with their street committees and
SANCO if they are to be given access to these resources. In one street, for
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example, attendees at street committee meetings are noted every week and
if people fail to attend these meetings they are considered ‘not known’ and
therefore do not get considered when resources become available.26 This
leads to people avoiding contentious issues or challenging the status quo
because, if they are identified as troublesome, they are likely to be excluded
from the existing distributional networks. One activist involved in a housing
social movement in Guguletu says how his involvement in an organisation
with a fractious relationship with SANCO in the area impacts upon him and
other movement activists:

So SANCO is playing one of dirty tricks. It is a sister organisation of
the ANC, and it is also working hand in hand with the councillor. So there
is some sort of nepotism run by SANCO. I’m sure you know the word
that they employ their families etc... Okay, they know me [because of
my involvement in the social movement]. I will not get any job.27

The rewarding of loyalty is even reported to occur within SANCO structures
where members seen as troublesome by the leadership are excluded from job
opportunities.28

This filters down to ordinary residents, who are aware of the dangers of
becoming involved in oppositional or contentious political activity. One
resident of Guguletu reveals in stark terms the risks inherent in opposition.
Asked whether she would consider voting against the ANC or abstaining
from local government elections due to its failure to provide her with a house,
despite having been on the waiting list since 1994, she said that she would
not as she doesn’t want to fight with the councillor because, ‘Our councillor
say if you don’t vote, you don’t get a house. If you vote you get a house’.29

Such findings correspond to, and perhaps in part help explain, survey data
which has found that in Cape Town, ‘many people, especially African
people, say that you need to watch what you say with regards to politics’
(Seekings 2004:14).

The quiescence of both civil society and township residents cannot
therefore simply be explained through the weaknesses of the organisations
themselves, through a growing faith in politicians to get things done for
them, or a failure to adjust to the changed political context. Instead, the
opportunities, which the local political and administrative context has
presented for civil society organisations have played a major role in shaping
their behaviour. A range of opportunities are available for civic activists and
street committee members within Guguletu. However, in taking advantage of
these opportunities they have had to moderate their role as advocates of
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community demands and instead have become closely integrated into post-
apartheid governance and distributional networks. In many ways, this
shows a highly astute reading of the post-apartheid political dispensation,
and not a failure to adjust as has been suggested. One criticism of the civics
is that they have been unwilling to accept the superiority of political society
over civil society and have sought to maintain a role for themselves as
organisations to which political society must come to access the will of the
people (Cherry et al 2000). The fact that in Guguletu SANCO has come to
accept that benefits flow from political society and have therefore assumed
a subordinate role in order to access these benefits, whilst not necessarily
palatable, does not in itself suggest a misreading of the opportunities of the
new political context.

This, in turn, has consequences for the practising of public participation,
as the operation of informal and unregulated participatory networks serves
to undermine the functioning of the more formal networks for participation.
The centrality of the ward councillors within the township’s distributional
networks and the lack of administrative capacity and legislative oversight
of these processes create scope for the exclusion of individuals from
resources. This undermines people’s willingness to bring demands to the
councillor, even within formal participatory structures, unless they are likely
to receive a good reception. It also undermines the building of new civil
society organisations, for involvement in, and identification with contentious
politics makes one less likely to get access to resources than simply keeping
quiet. Indeed, this is perhaps a key reason why SANCO remains silent even
when the benefits of quiescence appear limited. Overall therefore the idea
of public and civil society participation in governance as a universal good
appears questionable, as does its ability to create increased sensitivity to
popular demands. It is a truism that to represent the interests of its
constituents to the state, civil society must be able to maintain a degree of
independence from the state. However, in Guguletu incorporation within
participatory networks has constrained civil society organisations and
linked their fortunes not to the public which they claim to represent, but to
the councillors to whom they should be taking public demands. Similarly, the
networks of distribution, and their implementation at the local level, discourage
dissent and expression amongst residents and severely limit their willingness
to seek alternative modes of representation.
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The limits of consent: the moral economy of delivery in Guguletu
Whilst protest and contestation of local government policy in Guguletu has
been limited, it would be incorrect to say there has been none. By analysing
the situations in which protest has emerged, further light is shed upon the
way in which state strategies and local political practices impact on civil
society. Here the focus is upon contentious politics – that is politics
performed outside of the formally existing channels for representation
provided by government and their linkages with SANCO and the street
committees.

Three examples are examined. The first involves the upgrading of the
hostels referred to earlier in the area of Guguletu called Kiki. Over the past
year there has been considerable conflict between two separate groupings
over executive positions within the local SANCO area committee and the
composition of the development forum established to oversee the allocation
of the upgraded hostel units. The conflict started after members of the
SANCO area committee, who also comprise the bulk of community
representatives on the allocations committee, were accused of allocating
finished units to their friends and relatives, as well as to people from outside
the hostels in return for bribes. This led to demands for the election of new
area and allocations committees, a request backed up by the fact that both
these committees had overrun their mandated terms. However, the existing
committees refused to disband and a range of strategies, such as closing
meetings early, were employed in order to ensure that they continued in
power.30 This conflict eventually led to a breakaway civic group being
formed, which approached council officials with their concerns and demanded
a new allocations committee be elected. Violence has occurred intermittently
and whilst attempts are being made to create a compromise, as of writing no
new committees have been elected and the conflict is still ongoing.

The second example is series of  housing protests in May 2005. During
March 2005, backyard dwellers (residents who live in shacks in the back
yards of formal houses) from Guguletu came together to form a committee
dealing with housing issues and in May 2005, allocations for a new housing
project being constructed alongside the N2 highway were announced.
Under the allocation system 70 per cent of the units are to go to residents
of the Joe Slovo informal settlement, whilst 30 per cent are to go to backyard
dwellers. Of this 30 per cent only a third was allocated to Guguletu, with other
formal townships taking the rest of the allocation. This led to a series of
meetings being held where backyard dwellers expressed their discontent
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with the allocations and a series of activities were planned including a march
to the city centre and the handing in of a memorandum of demands to the
provincial minister for housing. Following this, more meetings were held and
after one of these a riot broke out which lasted several days. Subsequent to
these riots, meetings continued to be held by some of the participants, and
some follow up action, such as the handing in of memorandums and marches
to the local housing office have continued. However, these actions have had
variable attendance and activity seems in recent months to have been dying
down.

The final example is a conflict surrounding employment allocation. In 2004
an extended public works programme was announced in Guguletu and the
tender was granted to a company called BTH. A series of project committees
were elected in community meetings to oversee the development process
and it was decided that 60 people would be employed from each ward and
would be chosen by the street committees. However in two wards controversy
erupted. In Ward 42 this started when the councillor was accused of
selecting 20 employees from her friends and family while in Ward 44 the
councillor was accused of hiring people from other wards. This conflict
spilled over into the streets and a series of meetings, toyi-toyis and protests
were held and residents even dumped their rubbish on the street, blocking
Guguletu’s main road. Concerns were also raised surrounding the tendering
and employment practices of BTH. This led to negotiations between
representatives of the residents and the local councillors and officials which,
while not satisfying all their demands, did lead to some changes. Following
this a group have continued to meet and have formed themselves into the
Young Jobless People’s Coalition, although participation has generally
ranged between five and 20 people.31

Just as with the street committees and civics formal and informal channels
of participation have played a major role in structuring contentious political
action within Guguletu. The central role of the ward councillors, their
different mechanisms for including civil society in political and distributional
networks and their differing receptivity to public demands has created very
different discontents and opportunities for mobilising in different areas. So,
for example, the protests surrounding employment in Guguletu focused
primarily upon two wards where the councillors were seen as corrupt (Ward
42) or acting unfairly (Ward 44). Yet protests were muted in other wards
where different forms of participation existed, or where participation was
seen to be functioning effectively. Similarly in the two housing conflicts the
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different institutional contexts played a major role in shaping the nature and
target of protests. In Kiki, where the local SANCO area committee and the
allocations committee had been devolved considerable autonomy, conflict
emerged surrounding membership and positions within these structures. As
such it tended to turn residents against one another and did not focus upon
either the local councillor or government policy. However, in the case of the
N2 housing project, discontent was shaped by the fact that residents in
Guguletu’s backyards felt that their claims to resources, in this case housing,
were being unfairly dismissed in favour of other groups within the city.
However, the N2 housing project was a joint initiative between the City of
Cape Town and the Western Cape Provincial Government and as such local
councillors within the townships did not take decisions regarding allocation.
Protest therefore assumed two forms. Firstly, it focused upon the other
beneficiaries of the scheme – the shack dwellers – who were both verbally
abused and on occasion attacked, as it was felt that they were recent
immigrants from the Eastern Cape and, therefore, had no right to housing
before Guguletu residents, some who had been on the housing waiting list
since the late1980s. Secondly, the aim was to force a change not in the way
existing policies were administered, but in the policies themselves. The
focus of protest was, therefore, less local councillors and officials, but local
and provincial government in general. The forms of protest adopted, such
as marches to town and memorandums, reflected this target for the protestors.
The varied nature of Guguletu’s institutional context therefore created
considerable variety in the responses of residents to what would appear
similar hardships. A lack of housing in the Kiki hostels causes intra-
community violence, whilst a lack of housing for backyard dwellers causes
inter-community violence, street protests and public marches.

The nature of the participatory and distributional regime in both Guguletu,
and Cape Town as a whole, where small-scale resources are distributed
through structures with a geographical focus, such as the street, ward or
township, drives people to define their interests in opposition to those
outside these units – a logical response to the fact that there are only limited
resources and the distribution of these to one group necessarily means the
exclusion of another group. Therefore when jobs are given to people in one
ward, people in another see it as to their detriment, or where houses are given
to shack dwellers, backyard dwellers see it to be disadvantaging them. This
conclusion is both supported by, and in turn supports theories of relative
deprivation, which claim that it is not so much poverty or outright deprivation
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that causes protest and discontent, but how people perceive their deprivation.
Key in this respect is not only one’s own position, but also the relative
position of others (Gurr 1970).

The above leads to several conclusions. Firstly, it has consequences for
people seeking to use civil society as a vehicle through which to campaign
for more radical social policies in South Africa and those commentators
which see the upsurge in popular protest within South Africa in recent years
as the basis for an alternative political movement to challenge the ANC’s
political dominance (Bond 2004, Desai 2002) as well as for the capacity of
public participatory practices to be used to contribute to the creation of
inclusive and all-encompassing visions for cross-city development – a
central aim of both national and local development strategies. The fact that
where protest has emerged in Guguletu it tends to be highly fragmented,
driven by scrambles over limited resources and against other South Africans
makes it difficult to see how civil society can combine to push wide ranging
and visionary plans for social transformation, either within state-sponsored
participatory forums or autonomously within civil society. Indeed, after the
housing riots in 2005, members of Cape Town’s Anti-Privatisation Forum
sought to bring different community leaders and residents together in a city-
wide programme of action for housing, yet this ultimately failed due to the
diverse demands and circumstances that the different townships were
facing.32

The limited potential for oppositional civil society action is further
enhanced by the second conclusion that can be drawn from the above events
– that perversely protest and contentious political action in Guguletu
actually confirms the extent to which the participatory and distributional
regime is accepted. If the occasions where protest emerges are considered
in detail, it is not so much the failure of the state to deliver. In fact in the case
of Kiki, the consequences of the protest have been to halt completely any
development in the area. Rather protest emerges when existing practices
appear to be being tampered with unfairly, or lead people to conclude that
there is no, or virtually no, chance of accessing services or benefits. In Kiki
and with the employment protests this was a result of apparently
discriminatory practices in which personal ties were seen as promoting gain
whilst with the backyard dwellers the fact that they were passed over for
houses, despite having spent considerable lengths of time on the housing
waiting list, led to the feeling that unless something was done they would
never get a house.33 This is confirmed by the fact that protest tends to recede



54

Luke Staniland

after discrepancies have been dealt with. For example in the case of the
employment protests, once the councillor in Ward 42 had met with the
community and agreed to a compromise, attendance at meetings declined to
a few core activists, despite the continued existence of large-scale
unemployment and the activists’ attempt to re-brand themselves as a social
movement fighting for the right to work.34

This ties into the final point emerging from the above discussion, that
whilst the distributional networks in Guguletu allow councillors and civil
society to assume considerable influence and power, this power does have
limitations. Individuals may be excluded from resources and councillors and
civil society officials can exercise a degree of patronage, however if this is
too large, obvious, or unfair, popular wrath may be incurred. Yet such wrath
is rarely expressed through SANCO or formal participatory structures – a
fact which testifies to the extent to which these structures have been
demobilised by their involvement with government. Instead such responses
tend to crystallise new forums of action, such as temporary committees, and
involve unconventional political actions such as marches and riots. Therefore
a moral economy of distribution exists within Guguletu (Scott 1976). People
accept that their loyalty is expected. Equally they accept that they may not
be the first to get a house or a job. What they do not accept though is that
they have no chance of accessing, or that they are unfairly disadvantaged,
in claiming these resources. These new forms of action, however, are rarely
long lived. When pre-existing norms for distribution have been restored,
protest rapidly fades away. Therefore, whilst they do place limits upon
patronage and malpractice by councillors, civil society and government
officials, they appear not to provide an alternative forum for ensuring mass
participation in setting South Africa’s future development agenda.

Conclusion
Government policy in South Africa specifically aims to encourage the
involvement of communities in decisions that affect their future development.
However, it would appear that in the case examined here, such policies are
not simply failing but are actively contributing to sedating activism within
civil society. This cannot be simply seen as a failure of civil society itself.
Indeed the actions of the civics, street committees and township residents
appear highly logical. Instead this has to be seen partly as a failure of policy.
e fact that current policy seeks to promote linkages between civil society and
local government but at the same time has provided considerable scope for
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local interpretation, has not established an effective system of oversight,
and has allowed the devolution of power to civil society to exist at the
discretion of local politicians in many ways enhances the opportunities for
political society to dominate civil society, especially by providing scope for
patronage.

However, there are perhaps also wider issues regarding the effectiveness
of public participation in general as a mechanism for aggregating community
demands and promoting development. The geographical focus of
participation appears to fragment rather than unite civil society organisations,
thereby inhibiting the use of participatory forums as a basis for citywide
development. However it is difficult to envisage participatory forums that
are not locally constituted and indeed it is the ability to deal with local needs
which lies at the heart of much participatory discourse.  It is also difficult to
see how residential civil society’s dependence on political society can be
broken without either legislating specific powers to civil society organisations
and participatory forums, or by increasing oversight or removing civil
society from its present role in distributing resources within the township.
However, to legislate powers to civil society would empower organisations
which by their very nature are not representative in relation to politicians
who, whatever their flaws, can claim the legitimacy of election. Furthermore,
there is nothing to suggest that the leadership of thus empowered civil
society organisations would be any less likely to use patronage to entrench
themselves in their positions than they do at present. Indeed, the public
nature of participation in organisations such as the civics makes the
identification of opposition easier than the anonymity offered by the ballot
box. The other alternative, of removing civil society from its role in distributing
resources or increasing oversight, may be more effective. However, such a
move would be based upon tempering, rather than promoting, public
participation in government. This is not to argue that public participation
and civil society have no place in governance, but it would appear that their
sometimes uncritical valorisation needs reconsideration.

Notes
1. The data for this paper was collected from a series of semi-structured interviews

undertaken between October 2005 and September 2006 with activists, civic and
street committee members, representatives sitting on council approved
participatory bodies, residents and councillors in Guguletu, as well as through
participant observation at meetings held both by ward councillors and civil
society organisations in the township.
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2. I am excluding ‘new social movements’ campaigning around residential issues
from my definition of residential civil society here as they are dealt with later
in terms of contentious political action.

3. These functions were attested to by most of the street committee executive
members I interviewed, as well as by civic officials, local councillors and local
government officials.

4. Although this is the theoretical structure of SANCO, it is worth noting that many
of the SANCO structures, particularly above the level of the branch, are
moribund and the extent to which this works in practice is questionable.

5. Whilst ward committee were introduced by, and functioned under, the previous
ANC administration, the Democratic Alliance decided not to reinstate them after
their election victory in March 2006. Instead they have preferred the sub-council
system, which under the ANC operated alongside the ward committees, where
ward and proportional representation councillors from adjacent areas are
grouped into sub-council areas and meet to discuss and make joint recommendations
regarding their sub-council area to the full council.

6. This was attested to in interviews with senior members of the SANCO branch
executive committees from three of the four branches in Guguletu, an interview
with a member of the SANCO regional executive committee and was a common
theme in many other interviews with street committee and SANCO members.

7. Housing, jobs and crime were the three main problems mentioned by most
interviewees. However, housing was often singled out by street committee
members due to the high levels of anger  they were meeting over its slow delivery.

8. Interview with ordinary ANC and SANCO member who had also attended
several meetings of a Backyard Dweller’s Association, August 3, 2006, Guguletu.

9. Interview with a Guguletu resident who had attended a march for housing, April
22, 2006. It is worth noting here that one of the reasons that this paper
contradicts other investigations which have found general contentment with
civic activism within communities is that it specifically focuses upon the role
of SANCO and the street committees as mechanisms for pushing claims to
government. However, as is seen, SANCO often does not perform this role
effectively, and increasingly many people no longer expect it to do so. It is,
therefore, often judged simply on its role in dispute resolution, which it still
performs in many places.

10. Interview with Kiki hostel dweller and former SANCO member involved in
challenging the existing leadership on the hostel allocations committee, February
22, 2006, Guguletu.

11. Interview with SANCO executive committee member, Guguletu section 2
Branch, March 22, 2006, Guguletu.

12. These conclusions were drawn as a result of attending several ward committee
meetings in Guguletu as an observer between October and December 2005.
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13. Interview with SANCO regional executive committee member and resident of
Guguletu, July 31, 2006, Guguletu.

14. Interview with Guguletu resident who had attended a housing protest march,
August 3, 2006, Guguletu.

15. This was observed during attendance at a series of housing meetings in Guguletu
between November 2005 and May 2006.

16. It is worth noting here that the council is aware of this and is currently developing
a plan to regularise participatory practices across the city ( Cape Town 2006).

17. Interview with street committee chairperson and SANCO executive member,
Guguletu Section 1, March 2, 2006, Guguletu.

18. Interview with street committee chair and SANCO executive committee member,
Guguletu Section 1, November 9, 2005, Guguletu; Interview with retired street
committee chairperson, Guguletu Section 1, May 22, 2006, Guguletu.

19. Interview with senior housing official in charge of rental housing in Guguletu.
Interview with three residents involved in civic organisation in Kiki hostel area
(Cape Town 1999).

20. These procedures were confirmed by most of the street executive committee
members and councillors I interviewed, as well as by SANCO officials and local
councillors and were widely known of and reported upon within Guguletu.

21. Interview with a senior housing official in charge of rental housing in Guguletu,
November 11, 2005, Guguletu.

22. Interview with executive committee member, Guguletu SANCO section 3
Branch, and ward committee representative, November 8, 2005, Guguletu.

23. Interview with Guguletu councillor,  November 3, 2005, Guguletu; Interview
with senior official, City of Cape Town Social Development Department,
January 25, 2006; Interview with Senior Official City of Cape Town Housing
Department,  November 29, 2005.

24. Interview with women’s representative sitting on a ward committee in Guguletu,
September 7, 2006, Guguletu.

25. Similar dynamics were observed by Seekings in Cape Town (1998), but he argued
that the power of councillors led to tension between the civics and the ANC,
rather than quiescence. However, he was writing shortly after the first local
government elections when the relationships between civics and local government
were still in considerable flux and it would appear that as the power of councillors
has become entrenched so SANCO in Guguletu has become less vocal.

26. Interview with retired street committee chairperson, Guguletu Section 1,  May
22, 2006, Guguletu. This is also supported by evidence from other townships
in Cape Town. In Langa, another African township, residents temporarily
housed in the hostels there were driven out by the other residents after arguments
over the running of shebeens in the area. However, one of the reasons given for
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this action was ‘they also don’t attend meetings. They just carry on with their
nonsense’, ‘Langa Residents Evict Families’ (Cape Times  September 4, 2006:4).

27. Interview with senior member of Backyard Dwellers Association,  March 6,
2006, Cape Town.

28. Interview with Cape Town United Democratic Movement leadership,  January
23, 2006.

29. Interview with Guguletu resident, August 3, 2006, Guguletu.
30. This was reported by several members of the breakaway civic group and was

also observed by the author.
31. Interview with YJPC activist, May 9, 2006, Guguletu.
32. Informal discussion with a member of the Cape Town Anti-Privatisation Forum,

August 8, 2006.
33. This was a common sentiment among interviewees who had attended meetings

or activities run by the Backyard Dwellers Association in Guguletu.
34. Interview with YJPC activist, May 9, 2006, Guguletu.
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