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building people's
power

In our meetings, ralJies, in OUf publications we often
advance the Freedom Charter demand: THE PEOPLE
SHALL GOVERN! This is a call that has been taken
up by m!1Jions of South Africans. But we sometimes
think of this demand as a far-off goal that will only
be realised suddenly, on a single heroic day in the
future.

It is true that the fullest consolidation of people's
power is still in the future. It is true that control
over centra! state power is the key to many things.
Without this- the democratic say and participation that
millions of South Africans have over their lives, will
always be limited. Nevertheless, the buiJding of
people's power is something that is already beginnin&
to ha~pen in the course of our struggle. It is not for
us to sit back and merely dream of the day that the
people shaH govern. It is our task to start to realise
that goal now. We' must start the process of
liberating South Africa. We must begin to place power
in the hands of the people, in all spheres - the
economy, education, culture, crime control, health,
in fact, wherever it is possible.



Even 10 the present we must start to build the begin
nings of our future society. Developing people~s power
now wilJ help to ensure the fullest growth of our
society in a South Africa free of apartheid. Even if
PW Botha's government collapsed tomorrow t would our
people be able to run the machinery of an advanced
industrial society? Would women be sure of an end
to their three-fold oppression - as workers, as
oppressed blacks and as house-hold slaves? Building
people's power is a training ground, a school Cor
the future. People need to know that even after
apartheid, they will have to be their own liberators.
The confidence and many of the skills must be
gained now, not in the distant future. By building
democratic people's power we are also placing a
brake on elitism and individualism that could still
emerge in a new South Africa.

But let us be clearer about what we mean when
we speak of people's power.

people's power and the enemy's
power

Power in our country has been used by a racial
minority to oppress the majority. Power in our
country has been used by a small class of bosses to
exploit the majority of workers. All the machinery
of state power - its laws, administration, courts,
police force an~ army, - serves to uphold this
oppression and exploitation. Power in our society
rests in this machinery of state, and also in the
private ownership of factories, big farms, mines and
banks.

When we speak of people's power we are not thinking
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of putting our leaders jntQ the very same structures.
We do not want Nelson Mandela (MandeJa himself
does not want) to be state president in the same'
kind of parliament as Botha. We do not want Walter
SisuJu to be chairperson of a capitalist Anglo
American corporation. We are struggling for a
different system where power is no longer in the
hands of the rich and powerful. We are struggling for
a government that we aU vote for. We are
struggling for elected bodies in our schools, factories
and communities. We want Jaws that are wid~~ ..
discussed throughout our country, street committee.
by street committee before they are even deba.t~·d in
parliament.

We want courts where workers, peasants and teachers
can be elected as magistrates. We want eJected
magistrates who are rooted in the communities in which
they are serving. We want an army that belongs to
aU, in a country where all citizens are armed. We
want a police force that protects workers, students
and all democrats in South Africa - not a police force
that protects the Jaws of the minority and the property
of the rich.

All of this is what we mean by people1s power.
These are important general demands to remember.
But it is also important to see how these things
connect with the actual struggles that are happening
at the moment.

bUildi~g people's power

The year 1985 has marked a turning point in our
struggle. Like never before, in a whoJe series of
sectors we have begun not just to demand a people's
government, but we have begun to build in that
direction.



In the struggles in the schools, students, parents and
teachers have begun to take some control over
education. Collectively they have begun to make
space for alternative, progressive programmes to be
incJuded. In some places they have' begun to exert
real control over appointments and dismissals of
teachers. Of course the fullest development of
people's power in education, as elsewhere, is far
from realised. .The gains we have made, have been
won often with our own blood. However, something
very important has begun to happen. In the words
of Lulu Johnson, of the now banned CaSAS, "While
we cannot yet completely run our schools, the
government has now lost the ~bility to run them".
This is an area of ongoing struggle, where there are
two contending powers.

In the townships all over the country the community
council system has collapsed. Elsewhere communities
marked out for forced removal to Bantustans have
successfully resisted. This has created a power vacuum
in many cases. In many communities the old oppres
sive administrative structures have been destroyed.
Owing to mass resistance, many townships have become
no-go areas for police and army. The police fear to
move around freely. When they do move into
townships they often cannot enforce law and order.
People do not approach them readily to report ordinary
crimes. At the same time in the embattled townships
of the Karroo, Eastern Cape, Border and also in some
Transvaal townships, we are beginning to see the
development of street committees.

One of the· first townships to introduce street
committees in the 1980s was the Cradock township of
Lingelihle. Under the guidance of the Cradock
Residents Association and its chairperson I Matthew
Goniwe, Lingelihle with 17 000 residents was divided
into seven zones. About forty activists were assigned
to these different areas and were responsible for
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holding meetings In each zone. Meetings were held in
each area to elect officials and each household could
vote for their street representative. More recently
street committees have been operating very effectively
in the townships of Port Elizabeth and in the Trans
vaal in Atteridgeville and Naledi. These committees
can withstand heavy repressi.on. Street representatives
can keep a low profile, and they are protected by all
the people on the street. If the street representative
is detained, the street can appoint another one.

On the factory floor the steady growth of the
progressive trade union movement, and especially the
launch of the new super-federation COSATU also has
important significance for building people's power.
Through their democratic, shop steward structures,
and through their struggle with bosses over working
conditions and wages, the unions give to workers the
experience of a new kind of power. Of course) so
long as the state is in the hands of the exploiting
class, workers will not be able to secure significant
control over production. But trade unions begin to
build the collective power and the democratic expe
ri~nce tha~will make this possible. It is interesting
to note that in January this year there was a
massive upsurge of strikes. More than 385 000
working days were lost in January compared with
5 000 in January last year. Quite a number of these
strikes were not just over questions of wages, but
over 'racial incidents'. That is to say that workers,
influenced by the political struggles, are challenging
the racist power structures in the production process.

In the last few months organised workers ·have begun
to develop a new, significant strategy in their struggles
with the bosses. In ·at least four cases since
September 1985 there have been factory occupations
or .sit-ins by workers. In September last year 300
workers at the Bosch factory in Brits, Transvaal
went on strike ov.er wages demands. The workers



were members of the Metal and Allied Workers
Union (MAWU). On September 5, management dismis
sed the striking workers and ordered them off the
premises. But there was a surprise waiting for
the bosses. The workers refused to leave the
factory. They decided to stay inside until their
demands were met. That night the union, family
members and the community began to bring food
and blankets to the factory for the workers inside.
The bosses realised the workers were ser ious. Early
the next morning the bosses gave in and agreed to
most of the workers' demands.

Moses Mayekiso, a MAWU orgamser says: 11 The
experience was important for workers and several
important lessons were learnt. Firstly, workers realised
that they had real power. They learnt that the real
power to control production lay with them, not the
bosses. Secondly, they saw the only way to protect
their jobs was through fighting.

"A sit-in makes it difficult to cross the picket line 
to scab - and it makes it difficult for the police to
smash the workers inside. In addition, the rest of the
community gets involved. Workers inside th(' factory
depend on them for material support. The consciousness
of non-workers is raised and links are forged between
them and the workers". (SALB, Jan. 1986)

Since then there have been similar occupations by
2 000 bakery workers in Durban, 90 Printpak Gravure
workers in Industria, Johannesburg, and 250 workers at
Chesebrough Ponds.

There are many other examples we can give of how
in the course of struggle, people are beginning to build
up the organs of people's power - defence units,
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people's clinics, soup kitchens, people's courts. The
development of people's power is however, stiJl in its
early days. This development is happening in a
situation which is different", in some ways, from other
struggles. We have therefore to Jearn from our own
experiences and share information about victories,
problems and mistakes.

We can already begin to
learnt.

point
•

to some lessons we have

lessons, problems and difficulties

I. ORGANS OF PEOPLE'S POWER MUST BE
DEMOCRATIC AND THEY MUST BE UNDER
POLITICAL DISCIPLINE.

In several cases militant youth, or others, have taken
the initiative and set up independent "people's courtsll

•

While the idea behind such independent attempts was
well intended, the results have often been negative.
Such courts must be rooted in organisation that enjoys
the support of the great majority of the township,
zone or street where the court is to operate. If this
is not the case, such courts will be resented by the
community. They will be imposing an external
discipline. It is especialJy important to ensure that
there are democratically elected persons in these
courts, and that it is not just the youth who are
represented in them.

Where the Jevel of organisation does not permit this,
then it is an error to proceed with the formation

of such courts. It is crucial that such courts are
seen to be . defenders of the people. Their main



task is political and educational, and not the
handing out of punishment. If these organs. are not
deeply rooted in democratic, political organisation
then they are open to corruption or hijacking by
criminal elements.

In some areas there have been very good experiences
in the popular control of crime. In the Uitenhage
townships, where the communities consciously see
themselves as implementing the Freedom Charter
clause, THE PEOPLE SHALL GOVERN, crime has
dropped significantly. In these townships the people
are organised on a zone, area and street level.
Complaints and disputes are settled here, not by the
apartheid authorities. Where offenders need to be
apprehended it is done by volunteers who are instructed
that they must not use violence against the people.
They are told that their conduct must at all times be
in line with our overall democratic political goals.
The emphasis is placed on discussion and education,
to convince the people of the need for unity and to
curb anti-social acts.

In AtteridgeviJle it is the democratically elected area
committees that take. most responsibility for controlling
anti-social acts. This is seen as being part and parcel
of the community beginning to take control of all
aspects of their lives, including law and order. Genrally
problems are sorted out through the street committee
channels. People's courts only come in on rare and
extreme cases - like misconduct by officials in people's
organisations, or in serious criminal acts.

2. THE ORGANS OF PEOPLE'S POWER ARE NOT
BUlLT UP PASSIVELY. OUTSIDE OF THE ONGOING
STRUGGLE.

Sometimes people present the task of building people's
power in a very abstract way. Th~y imagine that we
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can warm up the structures of peopJe's power quietly
in the change-rooms of history, like a reserve squad,
~hjJe others are waging the actual struggle. Sometimes
we hear the argument that we must suspend militant
action so that we can build structures. True, there are
times for flat out struggle, and other times for re
grouping and repairing. But in fact aU our"
experience shows that it is only in and through
militant struggle that we make the space to build
people's power.

In a sense many of the significant developments of
people's power can be seen as defensive measures
growing into offensive weapons. We must at all
times understand the constant connections between
mobilising and organising and back to mobilising again.
We may pJace the stress more on one aspect or the
other at a particular time. But the one makes
space for the other. The development of street
committees after months of intense struggle in the
embattled townships of the Eastern Cape, Karroo
and Border is an example. In a sense this develop
ment was defensive. It was compelled by the deaths
and detentions of leaders. It was necessary to
deepen and democratise organisation, so that the
struggle would survive the loss of leadership. The
development of street commtittees, and regular h~use

meetings has also been a defensive response to the
banning of mass rallies. But this defensive response
has in fact carried the struggle forward. In trying
to ensure survival and ongoing contact with the
mass base through the development of street
committees, organisations have begun to develop the
basic organs of people's power - what the Freedom
Charter calls 'Democratic organs of selfgovernment' •

In turn the network of street committees has shown
that when mass rallies, for instance, are needed they
can be quickly assembled, and that complicated
decisions can be taken. Many of us were surprised
a~ the unanimity with which 50 000 people decided



to suspend the Eastern Cape boycott at a mass
meeting at .the end of last year. It was because
the leaders knew that this was what the people
wanted.

They had gathered in people's views. They had the
organisation to do this at street level, in structures
built long before the mass rally.

The same positive growth out of a d~fensive measure
can be seen in the development of people's clinics i"n
several townships. In a situation where victims of
police and SADF shootings are often automatically
arrested on admission to hospital, it has become
necessary to provide alternative treatment. But in
setting up people's clinics, and in training comrades
in basic first aid skills, we are also beginning to plant
the seeds of a new society. It will be a society where
the people have democratic control over all aspects of
their lives. Of course, in this case as in others, we
must be clear that we do not aspire at this stage to
erect a completely alternative health structure. The
medical facilities, the big hospitals, and the clinics that
do exist in our country should belong to all. The
struggle of progressive nurses, doctors, paramedics and
others for a democratic health service available to all,
including the rural areas should not be confined to the
question of peoplets clinics in the townships. At the
same time medical professionals must place their
struggles under the discipline of the mass-based
democratic organisations.

We must have no illusions about the difficulties of
building people's power. The gains we make in develop
ing organs of people's power are not necessarily
permanent. We are locked into a massive power
struggle, we· have made important gains, but these are
not necessarily irreversible.
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3. THE PROBLEM OF REFORMISM AND
CO-OPTION.

Another problem that has begun to emerge very con
cretely in our struggle is the question of whether
particular structures or actions are reformist, that is
whether they simply streamline the apartheid system,
or not. Should our people's organisations take responsi
bilJty for running creches In our townships? Or should
we put pressure on the government to supply creches?
When local adminiStration collaVses, should our organ i- 
sations take responsIbility for refuse removal? Or should
we demand that the state resumes this service? This is
a concrete question. It has confronted comrades in the
townships of Ultenhage, for instance. When people's org
anisatjons run soup kitchens, as they do in AtlantiS, are
they forgetting the struggle and beco ning charity orga
nisations?

In trying to answer these questions it IS very Important .!:
not to take a particular policy out of its political situatJl
the removal of rubbish, or the supplying of creche servic
or soup kitchens, lS neither reformist or progre-ssive in it
self. It depends on the concrete situation, and the way Ir
which these actions are combined with other activIties.
The supplying of creches, or of soup must never become
end in itself. Otherwise we will simply be making aparthi
a little more bearable. In the Transvaal lately, youths
have been clearing rubbish from vacant· fields and esta":'
blishing people's parks. ThJS civic action has occurred in
situation in which there had been dangers of mIlitant
youth getting too far ahead and thereby Isolating themse
from the rest of the community. ThiS rubbish clearmg
served a very important political function. Apart from
making socially useful places for leisure, it helped to re
build popular unity. Similarly, the development of soup
ki...tchens in Atlan~is has been used to extend organisation
to develop contact with the masses. It has also been use·
to give the people themselves the experience of organisil

On the other hand, we do not ·want to tie our organisati(
down in the endless supply of services, if this means tha



they forget the main task -9f potrical struggle. We must,
therefore, approach every issue r0!'T1 a, political standpoint.
We must always ask what possibiJities it has for advancing
the struggle. We may give different answers to the same
action in different situations.

The entire national wealth of our country must be shared.
There must be non-racial, fully elected organs of govern
ment at all levels from the street through the municipa
lity to the national government itself. Without these
things the services that people's organisations offer, can
always only be partial and poorly funded. If we organise
these services, then this must contribute to our basic pol
itical and economic goals.

beyond the townships

Finally, we must guard against a tendency to Imagine
that people's power js confined to our townships and
schools. These may be the main trenches of our struggle;
it is here that we might begin to build our organs of
people's power. But peopJe's power must not be Jo:::ked
up in the ghetto.es an:::! group areas. People's power can
only be consolidated if it addresses the existing structures
of power in the ruling bloc. These structures of power
are concentrated in· the Institutions of government and in

• •
the major economic centres. -In this let us be guided by
the demands of the Freedom Charter, which ·::aJJs for the
wealth to be returned to those wh.') produce it, and which
calls for the people to govern a single, united South
Africa.
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