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The two articles, by Nina (1992) and by Seekings (1997), chronicled and
appraised the journey of civil society and its relations with the post-
apartheid South African state and the ruling party. These relations have
been complementary, rivalry-ridden, belligerent, and confused – all within
a space of two decades. Within this space and time, civil society has travelled
from the position of organs of resistance, quasi-local government, to
voluntary associations (Steinberg 2000). These relations are constantly
changing, and these changes are further propelled by the fluidity of the
shifts in the political landscape.

The articles met at two convex points of debates or enquiries. Nina seeks
to identify and measure the autonomy of civil society in post-apartheid
South Africa’s political landscape. Seekings examines the dynamics of
relations between civil society and the state in the same arena.

Nina provides a theoretical canvas wherein these relations have played
themselves out, thus contextualising them. He starts out by tracing the
origins of civil society vis-à-vis the political society or the state, from the
Hegelian and Gramscian perspectives, via the Marxist viewpoint, as it were.
The Hegelian view maintains that the individual empowers ‘…the state with
sovereign powers in order to provide him / her sufficient security to co-exist
with other individuals in the civil society (Nina 1992: 62). In other words, civil
society is a transitional phase, ‘… a step in human development towards
some superior stage’, which is the state. Therefore, the state as a completely
distinct force peters out with this transitional phase ‘…in which the
individuals’ needs would require an external body to guide and protect
them’. All in all, here Nina argues that civil society is not separate from the
state, particularly in the case of South Africa. For Hegel, the transition from
civil society to the state is the collective decision of rational individuals who
have come together under a ‘common universality’.
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According to Marx, the determining of the development of civil society
is ‘the consolidation of the bourgeois state’ (Nina 1992: 63). Individuals have
divided responsibilities: as citizens of the state, and as individuals interacting
in civil society controlled by capitalist relations of production. For Gramsci,
the state is a dual entity ‘… in which the rule of the bourgeoisie would be
exercised either via coercion (by the political society) or by consent (in the
civil society)’ (Nina 1992:64). Weber had on this point maintained that the
state ‘organizes domination’ over civil society, and further extends patronage
to it (Weber 1998: 82). Therefore, for Marx and Gramsci, the state itself is two-
fold, comprised of civil society and political society. And this division is
amenable to the needs of the process of capital accumulation. Civil society
is, therefore, not autonomous from the state, particularly in the post-
apartheid South African setting. In sum, the state emanates from civil
society, and civil society is part of the state.1

Seekings traced the fortunes of the South African National Civics
Organisation (SANCO) from its launch in 1992 to the late 1990s.2  From this,
a clear picture depicting SANCO’s gradual loss of autonomy, ideological
and organisational confusion, and its partial infusion into the state and the
ruling party, is drawn. He identified four factors that led to SANCO’s and
other civic movements’ decline. The first one is that the changed institutional
environment, ushered in by the advent of the installation of the democratic
dispensation in the early to mid-1990s, caught SANCO and other civic
movements unprepared. The representative roles that SANCO and other
civic movements had carved for themselves were rolled back to the ANC and
its elected councilors. Mamdani (1998) and Amin (1993) explained this
marginalisation through the phenomenon of ‘received pluralism’ within the
political environment of the dominance of the nationalist discourse in post-
colonial Africa and Asia. As the nationalist discourse came to dominate, it
was accepted that African social and civic movements should naturally
espouse the nationalist discourse under the liberating and unifying party.

The second factor is the changing patterns of popular discontent, as the
diversification of interests in the previously disadvantaged communities
made it difficult for civic movements to offer collective representation for
them. Mayekiso had already questioned the capability of civic movements
to represent an all-encompassing community, made up of the homeless and
these with homes, the poor and the small but significant black middle class.
He had asked, ‘Can we confront the diverse issues that divide people and
that cross-cut our various identities?’ (1996: 13). The late 1990s also brought
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about a wave of new agendas for civic movements. These ranged from anti-
neoliberalism, anti-GEAR, anti-globalisation, to anti-market priorities, which
were outside the realm of the South African civics’ areas of contentious
politics and collective bargaining. Thirdly, the civics used strategies and
tactics that further worsened their marginalisation from the state, the ruling
party, and the tripartite alliance. Fourthly, they experienced a depletion of
resources (finances and leadership).

Early twenty-first century South Africa has revealed a new scene of civil
society and its patterns of relations with the state, the ruling party, and the
tripartite alliance. These patterns are informed by changed and changing
political opportunities. There are currently two types of civic society
formations: the established civics organisations, including COSATU and its
affiliated trade unions, operating within an institutionalized milieu. In
contestations with the state and the ruling party, they are effective. However,
their contestations are mixed with political wrangling with the ANC and
government departments aimed at capturing state power and wielding
influence in the ruling party and in the tripartite alliance.

The second type is made up of not necessarily civic movements with
hierarchical leadership structures, but mass-based, spontaneous and
leaderless rioting in many parts of the township. These have been aimed at
protestations on lack of services delivery, which at this time were brought
about by corruption and mismanagement of resources by various
municipalities. This form of collective action is different from the one that
occurred between 1998 and 2005 during the Mbeki Presidency. The 1998 –
2005 uprisings were effective, although they did not make a dent in the ANC
hegemony, as this was evidenced by the return of the ANC to power with
a two-thirds majority in the 2004 elections. The civic movements of this era
were not organic, and were often led by intellectual-cum-activists with
significant foreign presence and mandate.

The mass uprisings characterising the Zuma Presidency are organic, and
are bound to result in a dent in the ANC’s control of municipalities in the
upcoming local government elections of April 2011. This is likely to invite
two forms of political dynamics in the remaining tenure of the Zuma
Presidency. Firstly, it will embolden these civic actions, leading to the
formation of their structures into powerful social movements. Secondly,
these civic actions are also likely to sway some of the ANC traditional
support bases in various municipalities towards the opposition.
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Notes
1. For a discussion of the relations between civil society and the state in post-

colonial Africa, see Mamdani (1995) and  Sachikonye (1995).
2. For further reading on the development of SANCO from the late 1990s onwards,

see Zuern (2006).
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