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Abstract
This article challenges the distinction often made in the literature about South
Africa’s new social movements between those which pursue a rights-based approach
to collective action and those that advocate wider transformative economic, political
and social change. It argues that this dichotomy is based on a narrow interpretation
of the content of rights-based activism and counter-hegemonic challenges which
belie the messy everyday realities of how political mobilisation is forged in the
entangled relations between hegemony and counter-hegemony. Through an analysis
of the collective-action frames of two affiliates of the Anti-Privatisation Forum
(APF), the article shows how rights and anti-capitalism were understood within
each organisation. It also demonstrates how the differing interpretations were forged
in interaction with the localised political-opportunity structure. In so doing, this
article expands the empirical analysis of grassroots community-based organisations
in South Africa and contributes to debates on the counter-hegemonic potential of
rights-based activism.

Introduction
In the analysis of South Africa’s contemporary social movements a distinction
has often been drawn between organisations pursuing a rights-based
approach and those which pose a counter-hegemonic challenge to
contemporary social relations (see Ballard et al 2006, Marais 2011). This
article challenges this distinction through an empirical analysis of two
community-based affiliates of the Anti-Privatisation Forum (APF), an
organisation through which counter-hegemonic challenges have been forged.
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I argue that the way in which the dichotomy has been posed within the
literature is reflective of a narrow reading of hegemony and counter-
hegemony in which rights-based activism is interpreted as merely involving
making claims on the State. As I shall demonstrate, grassroots activists
interpret and remake the content of rights-based activism in ways that
challenge the content of rights and the hegemony of the State. Through an
analysis of the collective-action frames employed by Soweto Concerned
Residents (SCR) and the Schubart and Kruger Park Residents Committee
(SKPRC), this article examines how rights and anti-capitalism were understood
within these organisations to demonstrate how these perspectives not only
co-existed within the APF but also to demonstrate how these were
heterogeneously understood and contested amongst grassroots activists.
Seeking to understand how these differences emerged, I offer an analysis of
how the localised political-opportunity structures interacted with the
formation of the collective-action frames within each organisation. In so
doing, this article expands the empirical analysis of grassroots community-
based organisations in South Africa and contributes to debates on the
counter-hegemonic potential of rights-based activism (see Hunt 1990,
Stammers 1999, Tapscott 2010).

The article begins with a discussion of the concepts of framing and
political-opportunity structures and outlines their relevance to the
ethnographic analysis pursued in this paper. I then move on to outline my
position that rights-claims and anti-capitalist activism need not be seen as
opposed and that both can be understood as a form of counter-hegemonic
challenge. I situate this argument within a brief overview of the history of
rights-based collective action within South Africa highlighting that rights-
based approaches have long been an integral feature of collective action and
mobilisation in South Africa. Having outlined the conceptual basis of this
paper, I then offer a brief introduction of each organisation. The case studies
are drawn from ethnographic research conducted between July 2009 and
June 2010. In each, I illuminate the differing ways in which each organisation
employed a rights-based collective-action frame. In the case of SCR, I
demonstrate that rights-based collective-action frames were also related to
a wider anti-capitalist politics. However, due to the perceived resonance of
rights-based claims within SCR’s constituency, rights-based claims were
emphasised over others. In the case of SKPRC, I illustrate how much of the
collective action undertaken by SKPRC activists could be described as a
performance of ‘good citizenry’, while also attempting to bolster their right
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to the city. In the concluding sections of this paper, I offer a discussion as
to how the localised political-opportunity structure shaped the mobilisation
practices of each APF affiliates.

Framing and political opportunities in community-based politics
Frame analysis, as adapted by Benford and Snow (2000) from Goffman’s
(1975) frame analysis, has been credited with providing a greater focus upon
ideas, beliefs and meanings within the study of social movements. Collective-
action frames are ‘action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire
and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a social movement organisation’
(Benford and Snow 2000: 614). They are conceptualised as falling into three
main types – diagnostic, prognostic and motivational. Diagnostic framing
is the process whereby social movements seek to blame or attribute
responsibility to actors for the issue that they have mobilised around or
against.  Prognostic framing relates to how movements or movement
organisations frame solutions to the identified problematic situation. The
final core framing task identified by Benford and Snow is motivational
framing which they explain is essentially a ‘call to arms’ (2000: 617) for
collective action. Of importance here, is the degree to which the frame offered
by the movement finds resonance within its target audience. In seeking to
understand ideas in collective action, Benford and Snow go beyond a
psychological treatment of individual attitudes and perceptions to examine
meanings within collective action.

As Carrol and Ratner argue, ‘framing can be seen as the cognitive aspect
of counter-hegemonic politics’ (1996: 602). Gramsci argued that resistance
involves ‘the concrete birth of a need to construct a new intellectual and
moral order, and hence the need to develop more universal concepts and
more refined and decisive ideological weapons’ (1971: 388). Thus, collective-
action frames, which seek to identify and diagnose the ills of society and
provide a ‘call to arms’, provide the ‘universal concepts’ that Gramsci argues
are required in the forging of counter-hegemonic struggles. Collective-
action frames for social justice are not abstract political or philosophical
concepts but emerge from the competing hegemonic and counter-hegemonic
forces within the political environment. As Benford and Snow (2000) stress,
the formulation of movement strategies and framing does not occur in a
vacuum and must take account of various factors such as available resources,
general public opinion and media interpretations. Therefore, in order to
analyse the collective-action frames adopted by social movements and to
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consider how they find salience and credibility amongst their participants,
we must also consider the political environment in which they emerge.

Analysts of political-opportunity structure provide a lens through which
to understand the conditions which may facilitate and inhibit collective
action. Although as Meyer (2004) highlights, there is no agreed definition
of the concept, common factors taken into account are the accessibility of
formal political institutions, shifting political alignments, divisions within
political elites and the availability of allies. The concept has been extensively
critiqued (see Gamson and Meyer 1996, Goodwin and Jasper 1999) with
scholars such as Saunders (2009) arguing that political-opportunity scholars
have misappropriated the notion of structure and conflated it with short-
term and non-structural changes in the political landscape. Furthermore, as
Goodwin and Jasper (1999) highlight, political opportunities are not
exogenously presented to movements but are created, expanded and redefined
by movement actors. As Voss and Williams (2012) note, scholars who use
political opportunity structure often use it to analyse national movements
and thus neglect how political opportunities operate at the micro- and meso-
levels of collective action. The need to refine the current conceptual
framework of political opportunities to the level of the micro- and meso-
levels of collective action highlights the unique insight which ethnographic
analysis contributes to the study of social-movement mobilisation. As
Escobar argues, ethnography studies everyday experiences and how these
link to larger social processes to demonstrate ‘how these forces find their
way into people’s lives, their effects on people’s identity and social relations’
(1992: 420). In utilising an ethnographic analysis of the relation between
framing and political-opportunity structure, this article highlights the
significance of two features of collective action which are commonly
overlooked: the significance of collective memory and the history of activism.

The meanings of counter-hegemonic and rights-based activism
in South Africa
It could be argued that analysing counter-hegemonic resistance and rights-
based activism comparatively is a conceptually incoherent question. Rights-
based challenges are claims upon a sovereign body while counter-hegemonic
resistance oppose the current economic mode of production. However, this
presents a narrow reading of both rights-based activism and counter-
hegemonic mobilisation. Indeed, Gramsci himself was critical of the
economism of orthodox Marxism in which social change is reduced to
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economic determinants (Mittleman and Chin 2005). Developing the work of
Lenin, Gramsci was concerned to analyse political power and representation.
Therefore, hegemonic relations encompass more than the power of economic
relations but also the political and the cultural. While Gramsci centred his
analysis upon class relations, contemporary scholars (see Connell 1995,
Laclau and Mouffe 1985) have demonstrated alternative ways in which to
utilise Gramsci’s theory of hegemony without reducing it to economic and
class relations.

Counter-hegemony, I therefore suggest, is much broader than challenging
a particular mode of economic production and can involve a more general
critique of the power of the state. Stammers (1999) suggests that a rights-
based approach has the potential to make the relations and structures of
power visible and therefore plays an important role in challenging hegemonic
power relations. Tapscott (2010) develops this argument in relation to South
Africa by arguing ‘social movements that challenge the right of the state to
make decisions on their behalf do not necessarily seek to overthrow the
state, but they do challenge the notion that the state knows best’ (2010: 274).
It is on this basis that I argue that rights-based activism can, but not
necessarily, be viewed as a form of counter-hegemonic struggle. A brief
analysis of South Africa’s history demonstrates how the connections
between these positions have come together in praxis.

While Ballard et al (2006) define the capture of state power and the
destruction of the apartheid regime as a key characteristic of the anti-
apartheid struggle constituted by the civic movement and others, as the
accounts of Van Kessel (2000) and Zuern (2011) highlight, the civic movement
was highly politically heterogeneous. Speaking of the struggle against
apartheid, Saul Dubow has noted that the ‘concepts of rights gained
currency for ordinary people involved in the anti-apartheid struggle’ (2012:
89). Zuern’s (2011) analysis of civic organisations further demonstrates how
many of the so-called ‘bread and butter’ issues of the civics were often taken
up in the language of rights. However, these rights discourses were not used
in isolation but as the accounts of Mayekiso (1996) demonstrate, formed part
of a wider critique of apartheid capitalism. One of the key roles the civic
movement was able to play during the struggles against apartheid was to link
so-called bread and butter struggles to a much larger political and economic
critique of apartheid capitalism. This suggests that the history of rights and
counter-hegemonic struggle has a history which precedes the emergence of
the so-called new social movements.
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Post-1994, the terrain of counter-hegemonic struggle has altered. The
traditional left represented predominately by the South African Communist
Party (SACP) and the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU)
has through its alliance with the ANC largely confined itself, according to
McKinley, to ‘left’ critique and struggle centre[d] on contesting the character
of the Alliance and ANC governance, not the systematic nature of the
inequalities and injustices of … deracialised capitalism’ (2012: 29). In the gap
left by the traditional left, from the early 2000s a range of new social
movements and community organisations began to emerge which in various
ways have contested differing aspects of the ANC’s social and economic
policies. Often, as was the case with the APF, this has involved using the
post-apartheid constitutional order to press for rights and immediate relief.
Speaking of the value of rights-based activism former APF leader Trevor
Ngwane argued ‘the idea of rights was, is a powerful idea in South Africa and
it hasn’t been exhausted … I do agree there are certain problems … but
certainly in the popular consciousness rights are strong and powerful’
(Interview, November 2009). As Sinwell (2011) highlights, many  commentators
on South Africa’s new social movements have tended towards analysing the
interviews and statements of the visible movement leadership and seldom
going beyond to analyse the messy and everyday realities of collective
action. By providing an analysis of the collective-action frames employed
by SCR and SKPRC, this article offers an insight as to how the ideas of rights
and anti-capitalism were taken up amongst the grassroots activists of the
SCR and SKPRC.

Soweto Concerned Residents: demanding a better life for all
Located in South Africa’s largest township, SCR is an organisation which
has emerged as a community-led response to the increased socio-economic
insecurity of the post-apartheid era, centred on struggles to secure access
to housing, water and electricity. SCR emerged in 2005 as a breakaway from
the Soweto Electricity Crisis Committee (SECC). It has a branch structure
which at the time of the fieldwork consisted of approximately 15 active
groupings in the Orlando East, Meadowlands and Dobsonville areas of
Soweto. Each had a weekly community meeting attended mainly by middle-
aged and elderly women. In the period of my research, membership  fluctuated
depending upon the immediacy of issues, the level of campaigning and the
individual strength of each branch with some branches only achieving a
regular attendance of 15-20 people while others regularly attracted between
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70-100 (author’s fieldnotes). The leadership of each branch is nominated by
its members and is generally but not exclusively male with many activists
having had some experience of mobilisation during the struggle against
apartheid.

    The branch leadership then met weekly in the SCR executive meeting
which constituted the political, ideological and strategic core of the
organisation. Within this forum, programmes of action were strategised,
debated and decided upon. SCR can thus be seen to have been composed
of a politically-articulate leadership core that planned, organised and framed
SCR activities with a wider social base, predominantly women, drawn to the
organisation primarily as a source of help and assistance rather than of the
politics advocated by the SCR leadership. The daily focus of SCR’s
mobilisation concerned responding to calls for assistance from individuals
throughout Soweto and beyond, in relation to problems with pre-paid
meters, service arrears and evictions.

Contesting capitalism through rights
The SCR constitution, describes the organisation as,

A community-based organisation in Soweto and beyond with a
community and activists lobbying for access to socio-economic rights,
basic service delivery and supporting struggles against neo-liberal
policies, locally, regionally and internationally, promoting human right
needs, peace and security, debt cancellation and all forms of ecological
and human rights  reparations. (Unpublished internal SCR document
2010a: 1)

What is revealed here is an emphasis placed on the centrality of human rights
within the framing of SCR’s struggles. References to rights and human rights
were observed not only within the internal documents of the organisation
but were particularly visible in the protest activities undertaken by SCR. At
a march in 2010 in Meadowlands, Soweto to the local City of Johannesburg
offices, the chairperson took the loudhailer to articulate the demands and
grievances of the 300 residents present. He read from the memorandum
asserting

Electricity, water, housing, health care, employment, education, safety
and justice are all basic human rights and not privileges… We demand
human rights, not pre-paid human rights. (Paraphrased statement,
fieldwork notes October 17, 2010)
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As well as exhibiting a rights-based orientation to mobilisation, there was
a clear attempt by activists to link this to wider critique of the systematic
inequalities of capitalism by the SCR leadership. In a memorandum submitted
to Eskom their demands were framed thus,

All our South African government. The old apartheid ones and new
democratic ones have accepted and operate within the global capitalistic
system. The capitalistic system can never change for the better. It is
based on the exploitation and oppression of people on super profits
from cheap labour. The system produces wealth for a minority and
intense poverty and hardship for the majority… Capitalists have no
sympathy as long as they live in luxury on their slave labour
profits…That is why in South Africa in spite of the right to vote there
is no democracy in education, no democracy in housing, in personal
safety, in the job market, in access to basic necessities of every kind.
(SCR 2010b)

However, as Sinwell’s critique of the scholarship produced on social
movements post-apartheid highlights, it is problematic to assume that the
political positions of the movement’s leadership are widely and uncritically
shared by the grassroots constituency. To the contrary, he suggests ‘the
Left has tended to assume that movements like the Anti-Privatisation Forum
(APF)…automatically challenge neo-liberalism, simply because the face of
the Forum’s leadership is anti-neo-liberal’ (2011: 66). The relationship which
Sinwell challenges here between the scholarship produced on movements
and the ‘realities’ of collective action is a concern also shared by Wolford.
She contends that a feature of writing on social movements is the tendency
to treat them as unified entities which neglects an appreciation of the
differing reasons for which people join movements which ‘does not preclude
questioning, rejecting, or even deliberately misunderstanding the
organisation’s ideology, tactics and ultimate goals’ (2010: 11). Indeed, this
diversity of motivations and political orientations was profoundly understood
by activists within SCR. When discussing the political orientation of SCR
one activist reflected:

They [the grassroots constituency of SCR] are motivated by their rights
in the constitution. I don’t think they are motivated by the element of
anti-capitalism…there is no orientation in that, in terms of the
communities that we are dealing with. It’s only individuals that
understand that but basically the struggle is not around that. It’s around
the issue of service delivery and their rights. They are rights orientated
towards the constitution. (Paul, Interview. October 2009)
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What is revealed here is the tensions between a rights-based and anti-
capitalist praxis within SCR. As Paul illuminates, anti-capitalist politics is
associated with individuals and is not viewed as something which has broad
appeal amongst its constituency. Indeed, within the SCR executive meetings
an understanding of the class nature of society was recognised as something
which was only understood by the leadership (Fieldnotes, March 10, 2010).
As a reflection of this understanding of their constituency, SCR activists
tended to frame grievances predominantly around a rights-based discourse
although as the extract from the memorandum above demonstrates a critique
of capitalism was not completely absent from their framing.

‘We demand human rights, not pre-paid human rights’
In demanding that electricity, water, health care, employment, education,
safety and justice be all considered human rights, the concept of what
constitutes a human right is here extended beyond the bounds of the current
South African constitution and international human rights law. As Engle
Merry (2006) notes, the interpretation of human rights within grassroots
organisations are often based on interpretations of justice which do not
directly correspond to legal conventions but draw from a wider cultural frame
of social justice. As Mirifitab and Wills argue that ‘in the South African
context, the exclusionary concept of citizenship has been woven together
with the accessibility of housing and basic urban services. Hence, in any
formulation or discussion of citizenship in post-apartheid South Africa, the
question of housing and basic services occupies centre stage’ (2005: 202).
Thus the right to electricity, as framed by SCR activists, is intimately linked
to a wider project and vision of post-apartheid reconciliation and redress.

In order to frame electricity as a human right, SCR activists draw upon an
emotive injustice frame which utilises the lived experience and history of
apartheid as well as the expectations and disappointments of life post-
apartheid. The use and reinterpretation of anti-apartheid struggle songs
powerfully express the feelings of injustice experienced by SCR activists and
community members. Explaining the meaning of one song, Dumisani
explained, ‘it means we don’t have money… we are singing what have we
done, we are struggling we are suffering because our sin is because of the
colour of our skin’. The reinterpretation of such songs provides a powerful
cultural symbol of the injustice felt within the constituency of SCR as
Dumisani explains, ‘we sang it when the apartheid government was
discriminating against us because of the colour of our skin …Yes, it’s still
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the same song because today it’s worse’ (Interview, February 2010).
As Benford and Snow (2000) suggest, framing processes articulate not

only what is wrong in society but they also propose alternatives or solutions
to the status quo. Mobilising upon the injustice frames explored above,
SCR’s prognostic framing articulates the demands for a flat payment scheme
for services. The demand for a flat payment scheme in fact reverts back to
how services were commonly paid for under apartheid, where flat rates for
‘deemed consumption’ were applied due to the perceived difficulty of taking
accurate meter readings during the apartheid era (Dugard 2010). As Desai’s
(2002) account of the struggles of the poor of Chatsworth suggests, flat-rate
payment campaigns have been a common response to the counter framing
of councillors and other officials of government who argue that refusal to
pay is illustrative of a ‘culture of non-payment’ consequent to people having
become accustomed to not paying for services during the rent and service
boycotts the apartheid era. However, as Marea explains, the issue of non-
payment is actually more related to the simple matter of affordability.

It’s not a matter of people don’t want to pay… let me give you an
example of a pensioner, a pensioner gets R910 [a month]. What are you
expecting to get from a pensioner who is a breadwinner of a family of
5, 6, 7 people? How are you expecting that particular person to survive?
Like a person who doesn’t work. Where will he or she get money to pay
his or her rent? Automatically it’s because he’s not working. It’s not
that people don’t want to pay, they [the government] will say people
don’t want to pay, it’s because people don’t have money. (Interview,
October 2009)

By campaigning for a flat-rate payment scheme, activists seek to counter
the culture of non-payment thesis to demonstrate a willingness to participate
in the civic duty of payment. However, activists also argue that the level of
payment should reflect relative affordability as part of a process of post-
apartheid redress. As Mandla explains:

During apartheid time people were so oppressed and they paid rent that
did not develop their own place. The money paid in locations where
Blacks are staying developed Johannesburg… That money comes from
the masses of people, the majority, those who were fighting for freedom.
The money paid for rent did not develop the places that they were
staying. It developed Johannesburg as it is so beautiful today. Now we
say we need reparations. That money people should not pay now. The
money which people pay through the policy of tax, that’s the money
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the government should use to pay electricity and water because people
suffered for many years and they are suffering worse now with this
present government…What we need is reparations. (Interview, January
2010)

As Mandla suggests, SCR activists propose that the demand for a flat rate
payments scheme should be subsidised by the state as part of a mechanism
of post-apartheid redress.

Stammers (1999) claims that the value to advancing a rights-based
approach to mobilisation is that it has the potential to articulate a counter-
hegemonic alternative vision of society. However, as Sinwell (2011)
highlights, adopting a rights-based approach may ultimately only lead to
accommodation within the current system rather than radical transformation.
Indeed, as Paul noted earlier, the majority of those who are a part of SCR are
attracted to SCR for its rights-based approach rather than its wider goal of
contesting capitalism. Drawing from the work of Melucci (1989), Stammers
(1999) suggests that the rights-based approach has the potential to make the
relations and structures of power visible.

As noted previously, SCR activists were aware that the anti-capitalist
political orientation of the leadership was not a political standpoint that was
widely shared within the organisation.  However, as Sinwell (2011) has
rightly questioned, if the anti-capitalist orientation of the organisation is
only held by its leadership, to what extent can the organisation be considered
to be opposing capitalism? Holston provides an interesting insight into this
problem by arguing that although the rank and file of an organisation may
not share the same knowledge as the leadership, it is to these same leaders
that the rank and file refer their problems. Community leaders are therefore
a ‘collective resource that residents as a group construct and utilise
individually and collectively’ (2009: 265). Through holding marches and
public meetings, the leaders of SCR are therefore able to share these ideas
so that it becomes ‘publicised, generalised and becomes public knowledge’
(Holston 2009: 265). Furthermore, as Polletta suggests, the embedded nature
of the SCR within the wider social structures of the community provides an
important basis for forging counter-hegemony, as ‘counter-hegemonic
challenge comes not from some disembodied oppositional consciousness
but from long-standing community institutions where people are able to
penetrate the common sense that keeps most passive in the face of injustice’
(1997: 435).
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Schubart and Kruger Park Residents Committee
Schubart and Kruger Park are two high-rise developments located within the
Pretoria central business district, originally built in the 1970s by the apartheid
regime as rent-controlled, low-cost housing for white residents. At the time
of the fieldwork, Schubart Park had transformed into a multi-racial complex
which included not only black South Africans but some of the original white
residents and a sizeable immigrant community from nearby countries. The
social interaction and integration within Schubart Park made it a distinctive
social space. According to the residents, the buildings were well maintained
until the mid-2000s but then started to slowly falling into disrepair. For the
residents, the decline of the buildings was a direct outcome of the transfer
of the complex’s ownership from the provincial government to the state-
owned private utility, Tshwane Housing. After the transfer, residents began
to complain that the rents – ‘previously state-controlled – began to increase
by almost 100%’ (APF 2008). At the time of the fieldwork, the lifts in the 21-
storey blocks did not work, the recreational facilities were dirty and unsafe
and the complex was plagued with a series of leaks that often caused water
shortages, while other infrastructural problems caused regular power outages.
Through the years, various residents’ committees and members of the ward
committee attempted to engage the authorities, primarily the City of Tshwane,
on the maintenance of the complex, but without success. The present SKPRC
structure emerged in 2007 evolving from a previous residents committee.

Schubart Park is demographically diverse but the majority of its residents
are of working age and the executive of SKPRC is largely made up of black
South African men under the age of 40. In comparison to most other APF
affiliates, the executive of SKPRC comprises of a significantly younger
group of activists. The executive meets at least once a week, but often twice
or three times a week, in order to address the issues faced by the residents,
followed by a weekly mass meeting which can draw anywhere between an
estimated 200 to 500 people depending upon the urgency of an issue
(author’s fieldnotes). The struggles in Schubart Park were primarily orientated
around two key challenges. The first is the daily trial of living in the crumbling
complex which is riddled with water leaks, broken lifts and unlit stairwells.
The second is to resist eviction until similarly situated alternative
accommodation within the city is provided for the residents. During the
period I conducted my observation with SKPRC, between August 2009 and
January 2010, the residents committee had been part of an on-going process
of engagement with the City of Tshwane, with weekly meetings taking place
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between the SKPRC executive, representatives from Lawyers for Human
Rights (LHR) working on behalf of the residents, and representatives of the
municipality to negotiate the future of the complex.

‘The City of Tshwane belongs to us!’ Schubart Park and the right
to the city
Activists in Schubart Park also employed a rights-based approach to
activism. However, the form which this took differed significantly from the
collective-action frames employed by SCR activists. Integral to the struggle
at Schubart Park was defending the rights of the predominately black and
poor residents to the city. The concept of the ‘right to the city’, introduced
by Lefebvre (1996), has stimulated a wide range of academic debates and
social action. As Huchzermeyer (2013) notes, urban struggles in the global
North have largely engaged theoretically with Lefebvre’s writings while in
the global South the term has often been adopted as a slogan, with its
meaning taken for granted. For Lefebvre, cities are the focus of social and
political life but that the commodification of the city under capitalist relations
privileges the exchange rather than the use value of the city. The right to the
city encompasses two key rights: the right to participation and the right to
appropriation. He argues that urban citizens should play a greater role in the
decisions which influence how urban space is used, as well as be allowed
the rights to access and occupy urban space, as the right to the city would
increase the rights of the previously disenfranchised to participate in and
appropriate urban space. Thus, claiming the right to the city does not simply
imply the greater accommodation of the disenfranchised within the existing
system of capitalist and other power relations but a transformation of these
systems of power. Therefore, the struggle for the rights to the city has a
counter-hegemonic potential in which hegemonic social norms on social
justice can be challenged.

In the South African context, the right to the city takes on an additional
significance as a site of struggle and contestation. During community
meetings, a commonly asserted slogan was, ‘the City of Tshwane belongs
to us and Schubart Park belongs to us!’ In using this slogan the residents
were reclaiming the space of the city from the municipal authorities of the
City of Tshwane. Furthermore, by consistently referring to the city as
Tshwane and not the, still, official name of Pretoria, activists used the on-
going debate about the name of the city to reclaim the city as a space from
which black South Africans have historically been excluded. Beyond asserting
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their right to live in Schubart Park, an integral part of the struggles of
Schubart Park residents has been attempting to demand the right to be
involved in the redevelopment process. Questions over the reallocation of
units and rental costs were integral for the residents at Schubart Park. For
members of the leadership committee, such questions concerned fears that
the redevelopment of the complex would lead to the residents being priced
out as Schubart Park, since the central location of the complex, a ten minute
walk from the city centre, was an obvious development opportunity. The
committee often discussed these issues in terms of privatization. However,
for the majority of residents who attended SKPRC meetings any concern
over privatisation was secondary to the struggle to simply remain living in
the city.

Acting as ‘good citizens’
As Benford and Snow (2000) note, social movements often have to forge
their collective- action frames in reaction to the counter-framing of opponents.
In media reports and in discussions with the residents’ representatives, the
City of Tshwane would often insinuate that the poor condition of the
buildings was the result of a ‘culture of non-payment’ which prevailed in
Schubart Park, meaning that the City could not afford to maintain the
buildings. Although the residents had embarked upon a rent boycott, the
residents stressed that this tactic was only embarked upon as a result of the
failure of the City to effectively address the residents’ concerns about
maintenance and therefore, the disintegrating infrastructure was the result
and not the cause of non-payment. In the public discussions around
Schubart Park, what emerged from the City of Tshwane was a characterisation
of the residents as part of the ‘undeserving poor’, which through their own
actions had lost them the right to the city and this public characterisation
was influential upon the mobilisation activities of SKPRC.

On a daily basis one of the main activities of the core of SKPRC was to
attempt to address the living conditions of the residents by mobilising to
undertake the responsibility for much of the maintenance of the complex.
Using the skills and expertise of the residents, the leadership frequently
organised repairs to the dilapidated plumbing and electrical systems of the
building, frequently at the personal financial cost of the SKPRC leadership.
These actions were significant for two reasons. Primarily, undertaking the
maintenance of the building themselves simply made life more bearable;
however, it was also an important defensive strategy. The residents believed
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that the lack of maintenance on the complex was a tactical decision by the
City of Tshwane after they had unsuccessfully attempted both legal and
illegal channels to evict the residents.2 By failing to provide basic
maintenance, the City of Tshwane was attempting to perform what activists
referred to as a ‘structural eviction’ meaning that the complex would be
allowed to decline to such an extent that the City of Tshwane would be able
to apply for an evacuation order on the grounds of health and safety
(author’s fieldnotes).3 In addition, maintaining the complex themselves
could also be viewed as a performance of civic duty which in the absence
of paying rent, took the form of maintenance and demonstrated that, in spite
of their public characterisation, they were in fact ‘responsible citizens’.

The resistance within Schubart Park was also frequently framed as a
righteous struggle. A distinctive feature of the SKPRC mass meetings was
that hymns would often outnumber the struggle songs. The choice of hymns
also reflected the diverse nature of the complex’s residents with the
chairperson often starting meetings by leading a hymn in Shona as a way in
which to welcome and reassure the Zimbabwean residents. The struggle at
Schubart Park was frequently framed as ‘God’s struggle’ and a number of
activists related their activism as a ‘calling’:

To me, I’m a man of God and I believe there is a reason that… God
wanted me to come and work at Schubart Park and start working with
the community. This for me is about assisting the poor. I was never
political before. (Cookies, Interview, February 2010)

Commenting on South Africa’s new social movements, Seekings has
argued ‘insofar as there is an ideology at the grassroots, it is one of
Christianity’ (2011: 155). In Schubart Park, the use of the references and
appeals to see the struggle as God’s struggle provided a unifying base for
the diverse people and cultures within Schubart Park. Furthermore, I would
argue that in framing the struggle as a ‘righteous’ struggle, this was also part
of the practice of ‘good citizenry’ that I have identified within the complex.
Identifying the struggle in these terms not only sought to justify it to the
residents but also to outside power holders. The way in which Christianity
interacted with the grassroots conceptualisation of rights and politics
highlights the heterogeneity in which ideas around rights are interpreted
and enacted within grassroots struggle.
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History and collective memory in forging localised political
opportunities
In drawing out how rights-based activism unfolded within two affiliates of
the APF, this article highlights how ideas around rights were interpreted
differently amongst the APF’s constituency. In this final section of this
paper, I discuss how the two APF affiliates arrived at different rights framing
through an analysis of the localised political opportunity structures. As
noted above, political opportunities are not phenomena that are exogenously
given to movements but are forged through collective action. However, what
is often neglected by political-opportunity analysts is the importance of
collective memory and the history of activism to this process. As Tarrow
argues,

The symbols of revolt are not drawn like musty costumes from a cultural
closet and arrayed before the public. Nor are new meanings unrolled out
of a whole new cloth. The costumes of revolt are woven from a blend
of inherited and invented fibres into collective action frames (1998:
118).

As Tarrow illuminates here, collective-action frames are often forged from
the experiences of the past. Gongaware (2010) refers to this process as
‘anchoring’ whereby collective-action frames, symbols and rituals from the
past connect and resonate with the belief systems of participants. For the
APF, as Buhlungu (2006) notes, references to the past struggle against
apartheid were important in contextualising and framing the struggles of the
present and positioning the APF as ‘the bearers of the struggle tradition’
(2006: 75). However, the connection to this struggle history was uneven
amongst the APF’s affiliates as can be seen in a comparative analysis of SCR
and SKPRC. For SCR activists, the history of Soweto as a key site of anti-
apartheid resistance was integral to the collective-action frames employed
by the organisation as the injustices of the apartheid past were used to frame
issues in the present. This use of the collective memory and history of
struggle was not something which activists in SKPRC could draw upon in
similar ways.

As noted above, many of the SKPRC were of a younger generation than
the activists within SCR and the APF more generally. Furthermore, the
racially and culturally diverse constituency of Schubart Park meant that
there was no common history and experience of struggle that could act as
a basis for solidarity. In the absence of this struggle history, as I suggest
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above, Christianity became an important basis for building commonality and
solidarity. Beyond differences in the collective memory and history of
struggle, there were also significant differences in the skills, knowledge and
know-how of activists in SCR and SKPRC.

It is frequently overlooked by scholars that activism involves skills and
knowledge which are developed through the processes of collective action.
As Edwards and McCarthy observe, such skills take time to develop as ‘not
all adherents offer the same mix of capabilities. A savvy and seasoned
activist is not directly interchangeable with an eager undergraduate’ (2004:
128). Activists within SCR not only had direct experience of the struggle
against apartheid but many of them had participated in the APF from its early
days and had been involved in significant events such as the march against
the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002. This provided SCR
activists with a particular repertoire of action which reflected their experience
and know-how as activists. As I have reflected elsewhere (see Runciman
2012), as a more recent affiliate of the APF, SKPRC had not been exposed to
the same political and organisational knowledge which SCR activists had
acquired over a sustained period of time. Furthermore, the opportunities to
build this knowledge base within the organisation were further curtailed by
the fact that many of those on the executive were employed and therefore
unable to participate in the majority of the APF’s activities which occurred
during the week.

Localised political opportunities: allies and the accessibility of
state institutions
For both SCR and SKPRC, attempting to access the local state was seen as
an important site in which grievances could be addressed. For the residents
of Schubart Park, their ongoing legal case with the City of Tshwane opened
a process of negotiation with the municipality. While residents themselves
expressed concerns about how ‘genuine’ this negotiation process was, it
was also recognised as perhaps the only route that had the potential to
deliver the alternative accommodation sought by the residents. The weekly
meetings with the City Of Tshwane were seen by SKPRC activists as the key
vehicle through which to address their grievances and provided another
forum for SKPRC activists to perform the role of ‘good’ citizens. In performing
this role, the residents committee would continually remind the community
of the need for both patience and discipline within the complex. In fact,
during community meetings the leadership of SKPRC often negatively
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discussed other communities who were protesting. In one community
meeting, the chairperson began discussing the implications of the rising
protest wave that was unfolding in 2009. He publicly criticised them as ‘anti-
democratic’ and for failing to ‘engage with the proper structures’ (paraphrased
statement, fieldnotes October 10, 2009). This seemed paradoxical as Schubart
Park residents themselves had undertaken a number of protests which had
been disruptive and even violent in nature. Questioning the chairperson
about this in a subsequent interview, he argued,

To tell you the truth we have one of the best constitutions in the world
but if people can just know the procedures of doing things I think the
constitution can protect us…. There are legal resource centres that can
assist you without you paying even a single cent. Now this is one of
the sides that people should focus upon. The court can give you
power…. The very same court can compel the mayor in meeting with
the residents. You don’t have to go to the streets and burn tyres so that
the mayor will come meet with you. (Cookies, Interview, October 2009)

Having a place at the table thus oriented the majority of activists away
from radical politics towards challenging through the legal system and the
corridors of the municipality. Thus, while in some sense the formal
negotiations with the City of Tshwane could be regarded as a success, as
Sinwell (2010) documents in relation to struggles in Alexandra, in some
circumstances, such success can also serve to de-mobilise and disempower
activists. Furthermore, SKPRC’s ability to access the state also served to
reduce the importance of the APF to its mobilisation efforts. It was notable
during my fieldwork that the APF was rarely discussed in community
meetings and that even members of the executive were unclear about what
the APF was (Netta, Interview, October 2009). In contrast, activists within
SCR were, like the majority of APF affiliates, outside state-led processes of
political participation. This strengthened their relationship with the APF and
their attempts to forge political opportunities within and outside the state
through marches, memorandums and the bypassing of pre-paid meters.

Conclusion
This article has sought to challenge the distinction made by analysts
between organisations which pursue a right-based approach to activism and
those who pose a counter-hegemonic challenge to contemporary social
relations. I have argued that the artificial dichotomy that is created is
illustrative of a narrow interpretation of both hegemony and the content of
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rights-based activism. The empirical analysis presented within this paper
has sought to overcome this artificial divide to illustrate how rights thinking
was interpreted amongst the grassroots of the APF and to demonstrate that
rights-based collective-action frames perform a role in the discursive struggle
against hegemony. Through analysing how SCR and SKPRC adopted and
practiced a rights-based approach to activism, this paper has demonstrated
how these approaches are enacted within the everyday political spaces of
the movement. In so doing, this has raised the question, to what extent, if
at all, can rights-based approaches to activism contribute to progressive and
transformative collective action? Hunt (1990) observes that the primary
objection to rights-based approaches to activism is that movements must
either restrict or accommodate themselves within the existing system or risk
co-option within it. Indeed, as Hunt highlights, these risks are a part of ‘the
practical manifestations of the social consequences of the real world of
hegemony’ (1990: 324). In making a comparative analysis of the rights-based
approaches of SCR and SKPRC, the risk of accommodation or co-option is
pertinent to the discussion of mobilisation in Schubart Park. As I have
attempted to demonstrate, beneath the veneer of militancy often presented
by the SKPRC leadership, lay an approach to activism which predominantly
sought to be accommodated within the redevelopment process at Schubart
Park through performances of ‘responsible’ citizenry. While not without its
own weaknesses, the mobilisation work of SCR activists demonstrates the
existence of a nascent critique against the current hegemonic structures of
power and seeks to make these visible (Melucci 1989) through their approach
to activism. What this analysis has highlighted is that a rights-based
approach is likely to have limited transformative potential if it is isolated from
a wider critique of power relations and inequalities within society.

Notes
1. The author would like to thank Luke Sinwell, Marcel Paret and the anonymous

peer reviewers for their insightful comments on earlier drafts of this paper.
2. Discussions with the legal team working with SKPRC confirmed that the City

of Tshwane had attempted on at least one occasion to evict residents without
following the due process outlined in the Prevention of Illegal Evictions Act
(fieldnotes, August 29, 2009).

3. These fears would subsequently be realised in September 2011 when the City
of Tshwane was granted an evacuation order.
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