
MASS ACTION 

Ordinary people walk streets 
Should mass action be reviewed as 
the legitimate protest of democratic 
c iv i l society or the provocative 
methods of reckless leaders? 
RUSSELL ALLY brings some hind
sight to bear on this question. 

BRING up the question of mass action 
and you are bound to get an impas
sioned response* This is only to be 

expected* In a concentrated form, the mass 
action campaign of the ANC-SACP-
COSATU alliance expresses the tensions of a 
country in political transition from racist 
authoritarianism to some form of democracy. 

At the end of the day, however, the princi
ple of mass action is bigger and more impor
tant than the arguments of either the present 
promoters of the mass action campaign or its 
detractors. Mass action quintessentially is 
about the ability of people to demonstrate 
freely and openly, and to express their dis
satisfaction with those who are in power. 

Because the ANC-SACP-Cosatu alliance is 
at the head of the mass action campaign, this 
fundamental principle is often overlooked. 
But mass action is not the preserve of certain 
political organisations, nor does it only 
involve large-scale mobilisation for the so-
called big political issues* 

Mass action is also about groups of resi
dents getting together to protest against the 
lack of facilities in their communities. It is 
about homosexuals demonstrating against 
discrimination and sexual harassment* It is 
about marches to protest against the abuse 
and exploitation of the environment. Indeed, 
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in many ways it is possible to judge just how 
democratic a society is by the extent to 
which the people of that society are free to 
protest, which includes the right to challenge 
those in power* 

For die-hard, racist conservatives, how
ever, mass action confirms all their worst 
fears and prejudices about black majority 
rule* Hordes of unruly, violent blacks on the 
march can only signify one thing: the coun
try is on the precipice of anarchy. And there 
can only be one solution to this awesome 
spectre of black defiance: bring out the army, 
declare a state of emergency. In sum, enforce 
law and order. This response is predictable 
and not all that interesting* 

'Mass action is about the 
ability of people to demon

strate freely and openly' 

Much more interesting is the response of 
De Klerk and his National Party. Having 
ostensibly embraced democracy, the 
Nationalists have, of course, to pay lip ser
vice to the right of protest. But what they 
find totally baffling is why this right needs 
to be exercised. After all, has the NP not 
indicated its willingness to negotiate a new 
democratic constitution for the country? Has 
the NP not abolished apartheid and commu
ted itself to a new non-racial South Africa? 
Why then the need for mass action? The dis
may of the Nationalists at this display of 
ingratitude on the part of the alliance would 

know that the snail is too quick for us. It has 
already passed us by/' 

It is a statement that has a broad applica
bility to South Africa's transition* Nowhere 
is this more true than in respect of the devel
opment and local negotiations processes* 

The country is awash with negotiating 
forums from the sophisticated structures of 
the National Peace Accord to a myriad of 
very local processes. Multi-stakeholder 
national forums for housing and the econ
omy have been formally constituted during 
the past yean Similar forums for electrifica
tion and local government are in the process 
pipelines* Health and education will doubt
less follow in due course. 

Regional development forums involving 
labour, business, local authorities, civics and 
political groupings have been or are being 

be amusing if the consequences were not so 
serious* 

The source of this disappointment is not 
hard to trace, so deeply ingrained is the 
Nationalists racial paternalism, that they can 
only perceive of mass action as the mis
chievous work of "ungrateful natives". 

George Orwell would certainly have 
found much material for his celebrated 
maxim "Freedom is Slavery" in present-day 
South Africa. Most thinking people acknowl
edge that apartheid is a heinous crime 
against humanity and rail against its 
immorality* Yet, in a perverse inversion, 
those who were responsible for constructing 
and implementing this system are now being 
congratulated and feted for apparently 
bringing about its demise* 

Having become so used to being the mas
ters of the oppressed, the NP cannot see any 
contradiction in now wanting to become 
their "democratic" leaders. Having had stat
ues and plaques erected in their honour in 
the old glory days of apartheid, their leaders 
now expect medals to be pinned on their 
lapels for ushering in a new democratic 
South Africa. 

Precisely because mass action strikes at 
the very heart of these false assumptions, the 
Nationalists can never and will never be able 
to come to terms with such activity* 

But the NP are certainly not alone in find
ing it difficult to reconcile mass action with 
South Africa's current phase of reform. 
Liberal commentators are also decrying its 
harmful effects* They admonish that mass 
action inevitably damages the economy, 
invariably leads to violence and intimida-

established across the country* The Border-
Kei Forum has been operating for some 
time. The Western Cape Economic 
Development Forum was launched on 3 
December 1992 with the active support of 
the primary labour, business, local authority 
and civic groupings in the region. Processes 
are underway in the Orange Free State, the 
PWV, the Eastern Transvaal, the Eastern 
Cape, the Durban Functional Region and 
elsewhere. 

Foreign visitors express amazement at the 
complexity and sophistication of the net
work of structures that criss-cross the land* 
They say the world has never known any
thing quite like this. 

And yet it is not easy to point to the suc
cesses of these endeavours. The violence 
increases despite the peace accord. Poverty 
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of fire 
tion- and unavoidably retards the 
negotiation process. Such statements 
provide the puHk face of liberal con-

Underneath, however, lies a deeper 
and more powerful anguish. If the 
Nationalists believe that they best 
understand the "native mind", then 
what drives the liberals is a fear of the 
masses themselves. Liberals are gen
erally more comfortable dealing with 
those whom they perceive to be the 
leaders of the masses, than with the 
masses themselves. 

Thus, for Stanley Uys in The Star, 
'unless elites on either side arrange (a 
settlement), as thev usually do in history1*, 
there is little hope of reaching a new dispen
sation for South Africa. Democracy, it would 
appear to some liberal commentators, is fine 
so long as it can be doled out in carefully 
measured doses and does not upset or inter* 
fere with elite bargaining, 

To be fair, some liberal commentators give 
qualified backing to mass action campaigns, 
but they stop short of extending their sup* 
port to actions which directly challenge cer
tain homeland leaders. Ironically, then, 
where the need to demonstrate against 
undemocratic practices is greatest, many lib
erals turn their backs on mass action, depict
ing this action as provocation. 

And what about the homeland leaders 
who will not permit mass action in their ter
ritories? Created in complete violation of all 
principles of democracy, these homeland 
governments cannot tolerate or countenance 
practices which bear even a remote resem

blance to democratic norms. 
Moreover, given that their power rests 

precisely on coercion, they, not unsurpris
ingly, resort to brute force to protect their 
fiefdoms. Is this not all the more reason for 
those who believe in democracy to support 
campaigns against them - especially in the 
light of the recent revelations of massive cor
ruption? Not supporting a challenge to these 
bully-boys means that the victims of these 
brutal regimes become the villains when 
they stand up to protest. 

c conservatives, nationalists, liberal* and 
homelands leaders alike, of course, 
reserve the label of arch-vilhan in all 

of the events surrounding the mass action 
campaign for the ANOSACP-Cosatu 
alliance. In a volatile political climate, where 
society has become deeply polarised, the 
alliance is expected to provide responsible 
leadership and not add to the country's woes 
by raising the political temperature* 

No doubt, the alliance is guilty of double 
standards in its mass action campaign. 
Homeland regimes, hardly less corrapt or 
more democratic than that of the Ciskei, 
have been spared mass demonstrations 
because their leadership happens to be sym
pathetic towards the ANC 

Surely, if one of the principles underlying 
mass action is challenging undemocratic 
government through the direct involvement 
of the great mass of the people, then no gov
ernment, whether inside South Africa or in 
the homelands, can be exempted. The accu
sation levelled against the alliance of manip
ulation of the masses for narrow political 
purposes thus has some validity. 

The true test will come, however, when, 
and if, an ANC government comes into 
power, and the masses still insist on the right 
to take to the streets. 

Dr Ally is based in the African Studies 
Institute at Wit* University 

deepens. And those close to the process will 
often complain that the activity of the past 
two years has delivered very little develop
ment in terms of houses built, services pro
vided and land allocated. 

A certain cynicism towards these struc-
tures is developing. They are criticised as 
bodies which promise much and deliver lit
tle, as being overly bureaucratic and as hav
ing little relation to grassroots realities No 
doubt there ts validity in much of the criti
cism and it is more valid in respect of certain 
structures than others. Judgement, however, 
B premature. Most forums are still in their 
initial setting up phase. Much of the activity 
thus far has been in establishing their struc
tures, terms of reference and procedures. 
This is time consuming work. 

The considerable pro^ri^ ihat has been 

made means that their capacity to deliver 
real development in 1993 is considerably 
greater than in 1992. 

The multi-stakeholder forums whether 
national, regional, metropolitan or even local 
have the potential to help address a number 
of fundamental blockages in the develop
ment process including the lack of legiti
macy of current government structures. 

They take time to set up properly because 
of what they represent - which is to shift the 
centre of decision-making away from current 
authorities to broad representative forums 
operating on the basis of consensus. 

Among the potential functions of these 
forums are: 

• The Creation of Institutional Capacity 
There has been broad agreement since 
February 1992 that rapid progress on devel

opment and service provision was an impor
tant component of transition and should 
move forward irrespective of progress on the 
constitutional front 

The argument that the direct impact and 
grassroots nature of development make it 
more important at this stage than the consti
tutional process, has enjoyed wide currency 

However, it soon became clear that effec
tive development processes require a legiti
mate institutional basis that is lacking, given 
the legitimacy problem of existing regional 
and local government structures. It is this 
institutional vacuum that multi-party 
forums begin to address. 

When the government withdrew from the 
National Housing Forum early in 1992, it 
said that the consensus formula that bound 
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