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We are involved in a national DEMOCRATIC
struggle.
But what do we mean cy democracy? How does our approach differ
from other approaches to democracy ?
Under the state of emergency are democratic procedures possible within our
organisations?

These are just some

questions that arise when we speak
about democracy.

To understand our approach to democracy,
it is useful to consider the question at

two different, but connected levels.
1.In the first place, democracy is the
fundamental aim of our broad national
democratic struggle - to bring about a
united, democratic South Africa. This
aim is summed up in the demand: The
people shall govern ~
2. In the second plae;e.

there is the

question of democracy within our existing
organisations.
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It is useful to separate these two levels,

but obviously they are also connected.

By

developing active, mass-based democratic
organisations, we are laying the basis for

a future, democratic South Africa.
Let us consider each of these levels in
more depth.

DEMOCRACY,THE BASIC AIM OF OUR NDS
We are struggling to build a future SA in
which the broad working masses of our
country have a real control over their lives.
This means control over all aspects of their
lives - from national policy to housing.
schooling and working conditions.
This. for

us, is the essence of democracy. When we
speak of majority rule, we do not mean that
black faces must simply replace white faces

in parliament. When we demand that the
people shall govern, we mean at all Ipvels
and in all spheres, and we demand that this
must be a real, effective control on a
daily basis.
To place stress on this understanding of
democracy, fundamentally distinguishes our
position from various liberal versions of
democracy. These liberal approaches look at
abstract models, and, in particular, they
lay great stress on multi-party systems as
opposed to supposedly 'undemocratic' oneparty states.
A future, liberated SA may
have a one-party or a multi-party system.
That, for us, is not at all the most
important questiyn. Indeed, in different
liberated countries there are advanced
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democracies that involve one party systems
in some, and multi-party systems in others.
In all progressive countries, seeking to
build and deepen democracy, it is not a
question of how many parties are to be
included, that is not the central question
at all.
The key to deepening democracy
lies in deepening mass organisations in all
sectors of society, and in creating the
right social and economic conditions in
which power is no longer in the hands of a
small class of exploiters.
Reflecting this approach to democracy, this
is what Sandinista leader and Nicaragua
vice president, Sergio Ramirez says:
"Effective democracy, like we intend to
practice in Nicaragua, consists of ample
popular participation : a permanent
dynamic of the people's participation in
a variety of political and social tasks ;
the people who give their opinions and
are listened to ; the people who suggest,
construct and direct, organise themselves.
who attend to community, neighbourhood
and national problems ; a people who are
active in the independence of the country
and in the defence of that independence
and also teach and give vaccinations ;
a daily democracy and not one that-takes
place every four years,when at that •. or
every four or five or six years when
formal elections take place ; the people
don't go as a minority but in their
totality ; and they consciously elect
the best candidate and not one chosen
like a soap or a deodorant, a vote freely
made and not manipulated by an advertising agency ... for us democracy is
not merely a formal model, but a continual process capable of giving the
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the people that .elect and participate in
it the real possibility of transforming
their living conditions. a democracy
which establishes justice and ends
exploitation. "

Tile rudimentary organs of people's power
that have begun to emerge in SA (street
committees. shop steward structures, SRCs,

PTSAs ) are the beginnings of the kind of
democracy that is already being built in
Nicaragua and elsewhere.
Clearly, this
approach to democracy is very different
from the abstract, liberal view of democracy,
of political parties competing every few
years for elections.
But it is not just liberals who approach
the question of democracy in this \,'ay.

At

present, there are supposedly 'progressive'
groupings who, in speaking of democracy, put
all their stress on the 'right to differ',
'the need for criticism',etc.
Neville
Alexander is one of the leading voices in
this little choir .
I'Provided a particular position is not
clearly an enemy viewpoint, we should,
as far as possible, tolerate differences,
'allow a hundred flowers to bloom and a
thousand schools of thought to contend',
for this is the essence of the democratic ideal."
It is true that the right to constructive
criticism is of great importance.
We in
the UDF also understand very well the need
to work with and unite a variety of
different tendencies and social forces. It
is one thing to say this, it is another
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lying in the blooming of a hundred flowers,
and in the contest of a thousand SCllools
of thought.
As we have said, for us, the
essence of denlocracy does not lie in this
debating society view of politics, but in

the ability of the working masses to
effectively control their lives.

Alexander's approach to democracy brings
him very close to a liberal pluralism. In
fact, he even uses the example of bourgeois
political practice to justify his own stand:
"It is very seldom that one organisation
alone represents the interests of a
given class.
We need only look at the
different parties that represent the

interests of the (white) capitalist
class in SA (National Party, PFP, NiP,
etc.)"

The example betrays the source of Alexander's
error.
The power of the bourgeoisie rests
in its ownership and control of the economy,
and in its influence over the army, police,
prisons, courts and administration.
Bourgeois party politics happens behind the
screen of this economic and state power, a
power that exploits and oppresses the
majority.
Meanwhile, behind this screen,
bourgeois party politics is fundamenatally
a question of competition between ruling
factions,of dividing up the spoils of
exploitation, of lobbying and dealing, of a
hundred schools contending.
To present this to the oppressed and exploited masses as I the essence of democracy I 1S,
in fact, to disarm the popular classes.
In the face of exploitation and oppression,
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the major weapon of the broad working
masses lies in their numbers and in their
capacity for united, disciplined action.
It is united, disciplined mass action, and
not left-wing debating societies

that

will lay the basis for real democracy in

SA.
If we have looked at Alexander at some
length, it is because at present these
'pluralist' ideas ( democratic in form,

and sectarian in essence ) are being
expressed in a number of places.
We have
looked at the demand : The people shall
govern.
Let us now consider democracy
within our existing organisations.

ORGANISATIONAL DEMOCRACY AND THE STATE
OF EflERGENCY
The state of emergency can make the

fullest practice of democracy difficult
within our organisations.
Open general
Councils, or AGMs may be dangerous or
impossible to organise.
But this
does not mean that the basic principles
of organisational democracy should now
be forgotten.
In fact. the conditions
make it crucial that we ensure that the
widest democratic consultation and
discussion takes place.
Without this,
members will become demobilised and out of
touch, even dissatisfied.
Without democratic involvement of all members,
leaders lost through death or detention
will be hard to replace.
At the same time we must not be simpleminded about the security situation.
~hen we say that all members must
participate in decision making. we are
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not saying they must do this in a meeting

of 200 people, or even 50 people.

To

ensure democracy is practised in this

period, we need to improve our organisation.
We need to build many smaller units within
our organisations.
It is in these units,
and through mandating and reporting between
units and higher structures that democracy
can be maintained, and even deepened. To
elect a new executive of a youth affiliate,
for instance, a full AGM may not be
possible.

But this does not mean that··

elections cannot happen,or policies
cannot be reviewed and chaaged.

This

can be done through voting processes
from the smaller units, to branches, to
the central structure.
Although conditions have changed, then,
in the emergency. the basic principles of
organisational democracy remain. They
are :
1. ELECTED LEADERSHIP. Leadership of our
organisations must be elected ( at all
levels ), and re-elect ions must be held at
periodic intervals.
No single individual
must become irreplaceable.
Elected
leadership must also be recallable before
the end of their t~~fflof office if there is
gross indiscipline, or unsuitability.

2.COLLECTIVE LEADERSHIP. At all levels we
must practice a collective approach.
There must be continuous. ongoing consultation. We must always work as a team.
Executives, committees. must be seen as
collectives - five brains are better than
one. This collective approach spreads
leadership skills. and is therefore aLso
a measure against possible disrupt"ioll dllC
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3. MANDATING. Leaders, delegates. etc. are
not free-floating individuals. They must
always operate within the democratic mandates of their positions and delegated
duties.
How often do individuals, who are
supposed to be delegates, for instance,
speak their minds without making it clear
that these views have not been mandated by
their organisation/region/branch? This is
not to say that individual views must
never be expressed, or that they are not
often valuable - but the meeting must be
clear as to what is mandated and what is
personal.

In speaking of mandates. it is import3nt to
remember that there are different ki:lds of
mandate.
Let us take the case of a UDF
publicity 5ecretar~. For this work to be
effective, for the UDF press statements to
be up to date, there is no possibility of
waiting for a tight mandate on each and
every issue.
We expect our publicity
secretary to be able to react swiftly on
issues, and in so doing reflect the broad
policy of the eor.
But this does not
mean that the publicity secretary, for
irlstarlce. works unmand~lted - merely
witllill ti,e boundaries of a broad mandate.
On other issues tighter mandates will be
needed.

4.REPOR'rING. Reporting back to organisations,
areas, units. etc. is an important dimension of democracy.
As we have ulrcady
said, with the emergency this work becomes
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have many more smaller meetings.
Reporting back is a basic democratic
principle that is often not treated with
enough care.
Too often delegates report
back in a sloppy way. They will remember
what they can, or read long boring
details all jumbled up from the notes they
made at the meeting. Often they h~ve not
even looked at these notes, or thought
about them since that time.
To enable full democratic participation,
the task of reporting back must be

taken more seriously.
Prepare yourself
for your report back, be.clear of the
main points.
This helps those you are
reporting to, to partjcipate in a

meaningful way in the issues raised.

5.CRITICISM AND SELF CRITICISM.

No org-

anisation is perfect, the most effective
organisations are those that know how to
learn from their mistakes and correct
them.
To do this evaluations, questions
and criticism must be encouraged.
Obviously these must be constructive, not
endless demobilising moaning.
The task of
criticism is to improve our work, not
to turn our fighting organisations into
debating clubs.
In criticising a comrade,
we must do so as friends, as comrades
concerned about the person, hoping to improve his or her work for the sake of the
whole organisation.
To criticise is not
to turn a comrade into a victim ..
We should always be ready to practice
self-criticism, to recognise our own

.

- - - - - - - - 29 - - - - - - - -

faults, and be the first to speak about them
for all to learn. The purpose of selfcriticism is not to make a confession and
to ask for forgiveness.
It is also, obviously, not designed to win time, so that

we can go on making the same errors.
The purpose of both criticism and selfcriticism is to improve the work of all.

These five basic organisational democratic
principles are not a luxury, they are a
fundamental weapon in our struggle.
Organisational democracy properly applied
is the means to achieving the fullest,
most active and most unified participation
of the working masses in our struggle.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1.

Would you agree that 'expressing
different viewpoints' is the 'essence
of democracy

I

?

2.

How can democracy within our organisations
be maintained and deepened at a time
of emergency ?

3.

Discuss the five basic principles of
organisational democracy.
Are they
being applied within you affiliate,
branch or region ?

