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The quality and depth of resistance organisation, it turns out, is less
important for formal regime change than might have been imagined. But this
not to say that it is unimportant – on the contrary, it turns out also to be
crucial for the nature and shape of the society which emerges after the
government changes.  This must be placed in context. The article on which
I have been asked to look back was written in 1987 (Transformation 3) when,
of course, the method by which apartheid might be defeated was hotly
debated.1 And it was, although it never says this explicitly, an attempt to
intervene in the ‘workerist-populist’ debate of that period and to transport
it from the workplace to the township.  This debate had originally centred
on the appropriate role for the union movement – ‘workerists’ wanted to
shield the labour movement from the nationalism of the ANC and its United
Democratic Front ally while ‘populists’ saw an alliance with the nationalist
movement as essential to the defeat of apartheid (Plaut 1992). ‘Workerists’
held this position either because nationalism was seen as a threat to
socialism or because it seemed likely to compromise union organisation by
imposing on it priorities which were not in its strategic interests, or both. But
‘workerists’ (like this one) were also likely to see the clash as one between
two styles of collective action, one relying on mobilisation, the other on
organisation. And so this article, as a re-reading shows, seeks to make a case
for patient, strategic, organisation as a more viable method of defeating
apartheid than popular mobilisation. More than two decades on, some
revisions to this thesis are obviously required.
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Regime change, organisation and mobilisation
In one rather indirect sense this argument could be said to have been
vindicated by later events. Central to the organisation strategy was the
notion that negotiation was not a surrender but an advance. As the article
pointed out, mobilisation strategies seemed to assume that, the less the
apartheid state seemed willing to concede, the better for the fight against it
because this would ensure more popular anger and more mobilisation.
Organisation strategies, by contrast, insisted that negotiation was a source
of power for the powerless because it imparted a sense of efficacy on which
further action could be built – and also because a compromise between  the
dominator and the dominated empowered the latter at the expense of the
former (Friedman 1985 and 1986).  In two ways, this argument was vindicated
by the manner of apartheid’s defeat.

Most obviously, of course, the system was defeated by a negotiated
settlement. This possibility was hardly self-evident in 1987 – among
intellectuals as well as activists. It was, for example, in that year that the
activist and scholar Harold Wolpe published a book arguing that there was
no prospect of a negotiated settlement between the ANC and its allies on the
one hand, the apartheid state on the other (Wolpe 1987). More generally,
activist rhetoric and strategy tended to assume that apartheid would be
defeated by an apocalyptic seizure of state power, a moment when the people
or their leaders would smash the apartheid state and assume the reins of
power. In the event, of course, the regime died in a three year series of
negotiations which ended not in the defeat of the apartheid state but in an
agreement which was greeted by an all-night party attended by
representatives of the defeated apartheid state and record highs on the
Johannesburg Stock Exchange (Atkinson 1994:34). The state was not
smashed – it was gradually taken over by new managers.

The fact that change was negotiated was, however, perhaps not as
important as the reality that the transition from apartheid to formal democracy
was not the result of an apocalyptic rupture but of an incremental process
of change which had, in reality, begun in at least 1973 with the Durban strikes
and perhaps before then with the initial failure of the apartheid state to meet
all its skilled labour needs through racial preference (Friedman 1986). Change
was turbulent, often violent and its motor was collective action by apartheid’s
victims.  But it was achieved by a lengthy process, not a cataclysmic event.
The apartheid order was never smashed – it metamorphosed into something
new and the distinction between old and new was always relative rather than
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absolute. As the 1987 paper hinted it might be, the transition was a
vindication for an alternative view of change in which ‘revolution’, the
transformation of the old into the new, is not a sudden rupture but a
dialectical process in which the old is not replaced by the new but is
transcended by it – it is preserved just as it is superseded and the process
is an accretion of incremental steps, not a sudden explosion (Hoffman 2009).
This view is not only a more accurate description of change than the notions
of revolutionary rupture which were current when the article was written –
it also demands a very different politics, one which seeks incremental change
through democratic political action (provided that the change can be shown
to shift power from the dominant to the dominated)  rather than one which
seeks to sharpen conflict in the hope of precipitating the convulsion which
is meant to end the old and begin the new.

That said, the article was clearly unable to recognise that apartheid’s
defeat did not require the sort of patient organisation which trade union
recognition had needed. While the emergence of the UDF and the presence
of Cosatu did give the fight against apartheid a greater organisational
coherence in its last years than had been achieved before then, the reality
remains that the resistance did not become the organised, trade-union like,
force which the article had insisted was required if the system was to be
defeated. While the article was more optimistic about prospects for
apartheid’s defeat than most other analyses of the time, it turned out to be
far too pessimistic. Ultimately, the level of organisation which was required
to end the system was not nearly as great as the article had suggested and
mass mobilisation, together with a range of internal and external pressures
on the system, proved enough to ensure its demise without the rise in
organisational quality which the article had insisted was essential.

This may, however, be less important a point than it seems – if it is placed
in the context of the argument about dialectical change proposed earlier.
While there is no doubting the profound changes which the end of apartheid
has produced, it could well be argued that the system could be defeated
without the depth of organisation which trade union rights entailed precisely
because the transition did not encompass the fundamental  shift in social and
economic power relations which the end of apartheid was meant to produce
and so, much lower levels of organisation was needed to achieve it. To put
the same point differently – organisation is need to shift power relations and,
to the degree that the transition was achieved without deep organisation,
this reflected the extent to which core power relations remained unchanged.
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This does not mean that the transition was a sham, but it does mean that it
could produce concrete gains only for those who were organised: the middle
class which dominated the resistance movement rather than working people
and the poor. Mobilisation was enough to transfer power from one elite to
another – it was not enough to include grassroots citizens in the polity which
mobilisation achieved. And so the weaknesses in popular organisation
identified by the 1987 article had far more impact on events after apartheid
ended than those when it was still in control.

The legacy of organisational neglect
It is vital that we do not undervalue the crucial impact on citizens’ lives of
a transition to formal democracy.

While some left intellectuals denounce the vote as an irrelevance (Sachs
2003), the right to choose a government remains an indispensable weapon
in the hands of citizens in general, poor and vulnerable people in particular.
Partha Chatterjee’s analysis of the way in which India’s poor, regarded by
their local state as planning problems rather than human beings, use their
vote, and the lever it gives them to play parties and politicians off against
other (Chatterjee 2004), illustrates how, even when the political system
seems inhospitable, the vote opens possibilities which would otherwise be
unavailable. In a recent international study of citizen action to force national
policy change, the common thread between all the case studies was the
crucial albeit sometimes indirect role played by electoral politics in creating
levers which citizens engaged in collective action could use (Gaventa and
McGee 2010).

But the vote is a potential source of power only – it can become an actual
source only if it is accompanied by organisation. Only if citizens are able to
combine with others who share their interests or values to act collectively
to influence decisions is the right to choose who governs also likely to
translate into concrete influence on what government decides – Chatterjee’s
Indian slum-dwellers, mentioned earlier, did not make themselves heard
primarily by individually filing into ballot boxes: they did so by using
collective action to force politicians and officials to listen to them. They
could not have done this unless they had the vote but it was a lever which
made effective collective action possible – it was not an automatic guarantee
of influence.

The importance of organisation and collective action in a democracy have
been amply illustrated by events here since 1994. The majority of voters are
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now black and poor and they vote in large numbers – larger at times than more
affluent citizens (Booysen 2007). And yet they have little or no influence on
policy: by far the most severe obstacle to attempts to address poverty since
democracy was achieved has been a vast gulf between the stated preferences
of the grassroots poor recorded in a variety of research studies and the
official programmes which the elite frames in an attempt to tackle poverty
(Friedman et al 2005). To this, of course, must be added the reality that
combating poverty would be a more urgent priority if poor people had more
influence on policy: the rejection of the Basic Income Grant demanded by
Cosatu and its allies may be one example of a much wider trend in which
policy is influenced by those who have most organised voice, not those who
have most votes. To illustrate the point further, municipal services are more
efficiently provided in the largely white suburbs, where the people with most
organisation live, rather than in the townships or shack settlements where
the people with most votes live (Gotz et al 2004). The fact that poor citizens
have spent the past six years protesting against local governments which
they elected but which  they find unresponsive to their concerns
(Parliamentary Monitoring Group 2009) provides further evidence of the
reality that the poor are enfranchised but not yet organised enough to
impress their concerns on the priorities of politicians and officials.

None of this means that democracy automatically advantages the affluent
– it reflects, rather, the reality that those who have more are better able to
organise and that this ensures that their concerns are taken seriously,
regardless of the current electoral arithmetic. If the poor were organised they
would be able to use democratic rights to achieve substantive gains but  the
poor remain largely unorganised and thus unheard. And this in turn reflects
the problem identified in the 1987 article – that although the mass movement
against apartheid successfully mobilised poor people against the system, it
did not organise them and so the grassroots poor entered the new democracy
unorganised. The result is clear – a democracy in which the poor are able to
choose the government they want but unable to be heard by the government
which they choose.

Further evidence that organisation would have had important
consequences for post-apartheid politics is provided by the labour
movement. The effects of the union organisation which was built in the 1980s
is still clearly felt. While the emergence of social movements in the past
decade has caught the imagination of scholars, the trade union movement
remains the clearest example in the society  of  an organised, coherent, social
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movement: not only does it regularly engage in collective action, not only
has it, for all its flaws, been able to remain politically independent despite
its alliance with the governing party – union members in the main harbour
views on social issues which distinguish them clearly from other citizens
(they are on the whole more militant and more impatient for change than other
voters) (Charney 1995). This is  obvious evidence that participation in
unions has imparted not only a capacity to act but a view of the world, one
in which change, and action to achieve it, seems far more immediately
necessary and far more achievable than it does to citizens who have not
participated in effective organisations. And all this is of course clearly a
legacy of the organisation which built the trade union movement.

It is open to debate whether the failure to organise poor people to enjoy
a say in the new democracy on substantive policy issues was a question of
political choice or structural constraint. On the one hand, the ANC did ignore
an attempt, in the early 1980s, to persuade it to place much greater emphasis
on the organisation of workers rather than guerrilla activity (Ensor et al 1980):
it ignored the call and eventually expelled those who made it. On the other,
it is much easier to organise workers into trade unions than it is to replicate
that organisational form outside it. Formal sector workers are gathered
together in a common work area which makes organisational work easier and
their bargaining power – their capacity to withdraw their labour  – provides
a means of maintaining organisation which is not available outside the
factory, office or shop.  Certainly, the organisation which the unions had
achieved was apparently replicated in some cases in township organisation
– the case of Port Alfred, mentioned in the 1987 article, is an appropriate
example (Suttner 2004). But the examples were rare, they seemed to be
restricted to smaller towns where organisational coherence was easier and
there is no guarantee that they would have been sustained – as important
as the Port Alfred experience was, it did not produce the lasting organisational
effects achieved by the trade unions. It is therefore fair to insist that the ANC
and the UDF did not give nearly enough attention to building grassroots
organisation which may have given the poor a voice in the new democracy
– but not at all clear that they would have succeeded had they tried.

Conclusion: the unfinished democratic task
Whether the failure of the anti-apartheid resistance to organise poor people
was a question of strategy or structural impediment, it has shaped the first
two decades of the new democracy, ensuring that participation in civil
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society has remained vigorous, independent but shallow because it has
excluded by default the majority of the citizenry who are unable to organise
to participate (Friedman and McKaiser 2009). And the result is a democracy
in which the now multi-racial (but not yet non-racial) minority who are
organised enough to be heard jockey energetically and often articulately for
influence in a lively national debate while the majority, deprived of the
organisation needed to be heard,  are spoken about but do not speak.
Predictably, neither social policy priorities nor the manner in which they are
implemented reflect the concerns of the majority.

If, therefore, the struggle discussed in the 1987 article is to achieve an
inclusive democracy in which most citizens are able to participate, then the
point made (inaccurately) about anti-apartheid resistance then applies with
far greater salience now. Unless the poor and the weak organise, they are
likely to remain largely excluded and their enfranchisement will remain only
partial. It should be almost unnecessary to point out that, as long as this
persists, the democratic task will remain incomplete, social stability will
prove elusive (not because people are likely to overthrow the system but
because their exclusion from it may well ensure a steady decay) and attempts
to address poverty will, however well meant, remain largely ineffective.  If
the claim that popular organisation was the key to regime change has proved
unwarranted, the reality that organisation means power and that the majority
will remain largely outside the democratic conversation as long as they lack
that power, is more valid now than it was then. The organised participation
of a far wider range of citizens remains the key to a democracy responsive
to its citizens and thus able to address their concerns.

The 1987 analysis turns out then to remain valid for our circumstances
despite its flaws because it highlights the preconditions for a South African
democracy which will begin to become democratic in substance as well as
form. The question of how the organisation of the poor which a deepening
of democracy and an equitable development path require might be realised
is complex – the constraints are real and much strategic and analytical debate
on this question is required (see eg Friedman 2010). But what is clear is that,
without the depth and breadth of organisation advocated in the 1987 paper,
the regime change which was achieved without the organised poor will not
become an inclusive democracy without grassroots organisation.
Mobilisation may have been enough to achieve formal democracy –
organisation will be essential if that form is to become substance for most
citizens not only in the polity but in the economy and society too.
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Note
1. ‘Reform: Greek Gift or Trojan Horse?’, Transformation 5 (1987).
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