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Series Editors
Steve J. Stern ¢ Scott Straus

Books in the series Critical Human Rights emphasize research that
opens new ways to think about and understand human rights. The series
values in particular empirically grounded and intellectually open research
that eschews simplified accounts of human rights events and processes.

In the mid-1990s, South Africa underwent a remarkable transition from an
apartheid state to a multiracial democracy. This book raises key questions
about what that democratization has achieved and what democracy itself means.
Most discussions of democracy and democratization focus on liberal political
rights and procedural matters. That is, the standard questions are: Is the playing
field fair? Are elections competitive? Are civil society institutions, including
the media, free to operate in their societies? Elke Zuern argues that this focus
on civil and political rights, as well as on procedural matters, misses a fundamen-
tal set of issues related to equality and material well-being. Many people in poor
societies expect democracy to bring with it improvements in their standards of
living, including income, health, housing, and education. Zuern contends that
the fight against apartheid was rooted in such concerns for social and economic
rights, and that current dissatisfaction with the postapartheid regime stems
from its failure to address these substantive issues adequately. Reflecting a deep
engagement with South Africa, The Politics of Necessity also speaks to the situa-
tion in other countries of Africa as well as in parts of Latin America. In challeng-
ing narratives that concentrate exclusively on one category of rights, this book
prompts us to consider what rights are fundamentally human.
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Preface

This book investigates the creation of democracy from the per-
spective of the ordinary people who helped to bring it about by organizing,
protesting, and demanding a wide range of rights. The initial idea for the
project developed during my work interviewing volunteers with the Wits/Vaal
Regional Peace Secretariat in mid-1994, just after South Africa’s historic dem-
ocratic elections that brought Nelson Mandela to the presidency. I was struck
by the great contrast between the stories that these volunteers told and those
that I had read in both journalistic and academic texts on South Africa’s tran-
sition. Many popular accounts described the creation of nonracial democracy
as a miracle. In-depth analyses of the transition often suggested that the real
work was done by elites during the on-again, off-again negotiations that began
even before Nelson Mandela was released from prison. Neither the image of a
miracle nor that of elites ironing out the details of the new democracy captured
the experiences of these volunteers. They found themselves on the front lines
of the struggle for democracy, standing as peace monitors berween rival politi-
cal parties, working to prevent violence from erupting, and trying to minimize it
when it did occur. They often could only enter tense areas in armored vehicles
dubbed “doves,” named so because of the Peace Secretariat’s logo, a blue dove,
emblazoned on the side of the vehicles. For these volunteers, as for so many
other South Africans, the creation of a democratic regime in South Africa was
not the miraculous product of elite actions but rather the result of a long and
ongoing popular struggle.

Since 1994, I have followed the work of many community organizations,
from the older township-based civics to newer social movements. As a PhD
student, I conducted preliminary fieldwork in South Africa in 1995 and then
returned for the year in 1997. The most important insights that I gleaned came
from the many interviews that ordinary South Africans granted me. It was
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through these interviews that I began to develop an understanding of how
people living in the impoverished townships created by apartheid viewed the
struggle for democracy, their sacrifices, their achievements, and the short-
comings of their new system. These interviews also placed an important check
on many of the models of democratic transitions that I had read before engaging
in fieldwork. I was frequently struck by how poorly those models matched the
realities described by the people I interviewed. Not only were many of the
broader understandings of how transitions happen incorrect, but, as I was to
learn, they led researchers to ask the wrong questions. I began with questions
about how people believed their country had achieved democracy but learned
that I needed to ask what democracy was and what people were actually strug-
gling for. I have been very fortunate to return to South Africa regularly since
1997. These annual visits offered me an opportunity to see the changes that
occurred from one year to the next and to continue interviewing the people
who sought to be part of ongoing political processes in their local commu-
nities. Their answers to my many questions and their rephrasing of these ques-
tions form the basis of this book.

The struggle for the overwhelming majority of the people I interviewed
is a struggle for human rights and democracy, but not in the way in which
mainstream western approaches most often employ these terms. Liberal de-
mocracies such as the United States and prominent international human rights
organizations tend to focus on civil and political rights while sidelining socio-
economic rights. This narrow view that ignores the fundamental indivisibility
of all human rights is a legacy of the cold war and the triumph of capitalism.
During the cold war, the United States could point to its respect for civil and
political rights and demonstrate the general absence of those rights in the
Soviet Union. A focus on socioeconomic rights would have complicated the
argument of straightforward U.S. supremacy. Since the end of the cold war,
the ideology of neoliberalism has worked to perpetuate this partial attention
to human rights by defining freedom as the focal point in rights-based discus-
sions. Within this framework, the state engagement required to ensure socio-
economic rights is often presented as limiting fundamental civil and political
freedoms. South Africans have directly challenged this approach by arguing
that freedom can only be realized when civil, political, and socioeconomic
rights are protected and enforced.

This book traces the struggles of community organizations and social
movements in South Africa and compares their experiences to those of popu-
lar actors in other transitioning societies. In so doing, it fills a gap in the litera-
ture on democracy, social movements, and material inequality. Numerous texts
have addressed questions of democratization in African states (e.g., Ake,
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Democracy and Development in Africa; Bratton and van de Walle, Democratic
Experiments in Africa; for South Africa: Alexander, An Ordinary Country; Sisk,
Democratization in South Africa; Wood, Forging Democracy from Below), and
many others have investigated the power of movements across the globe in
effecting regime change (e.g., Goodwin, No Other Way Out; Schock, Unarmed
Insurrections; Tilly, Contention and Democracy in Europe, 1650-2000). Relatively
few have followed the impetus of this book: to investigate the key interactions
between popular movements and states in the production and critique of de-
mocracy as it is fought for, established, and institutionalized. Those that have
pursued these questions have tended to focus on Latin American cases studies
(e.g., Avritzer, Democracy and the Public Space in Latin America; Foweraker and
Landman, Citizenship Rights and Social Movements; Paley, Marketing Democ-
racy: Power and Social Movements in Post-Dictatorship Chile). Although this book
is centered on the South African experience, it investigates the lessons offered
comparatively, by engaging other African as well as Latin American histories of
mobilization during and after political and economic transitions.

Two central methods are employed in this study: the comparative method
and process tracing. Comparisons are made across time and space. Within
South Africa, the experiences of community organizations are compared from
the late apartheid period, to the extended period of negotiations to end formal
apartheid, to postapartheid democracy. During the three decades from 1979
to 2009, many existing organizations have folded, and new ones have been
created. Some have managed to survive despite the dramatic changes occur-
ring around them. To illuminate the lessons of these organizations, the experi-
ences of popular actors in South Africa are briefly compared to those in other
African and Latin American countries. These comparisons do not form in-
depth case studies. They present an opportunity to consider the broader im-
plications of the South African findings and to further develop arguments
concerning the connections between protest and democracy. Process tracing is
employed within the South African case to demonstrate the mechanisms that
bring about shifts in perceptions, actions, and organizations.

In order to limit the analysis without sacrificing the insights it offers,
the in-depth investigation of grassroots politics and protest in South Africa fo-
cuses on the African townships around four major metropolitan areas: Johan-
nesburg, Ekurhuleni (East Rand), Tshwane (Pretoria), and Nelson Mandela
Bay (Port Elizabeth). These four metropolitan municipalities are based in areas
where the African National Congress (ANC) has faced lictle challenge from
opposition parties and where civic organizations have been consistently active.
In Johannesburg the areas addressed in this study include townships in Soweto

(Dobsonville, Zola, Moraka, Meadowlands, Orlando West, Diepkloof, and
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Kliptown) as well as numerous zones in Alexandra; in the Vaal region, south of
Johannesburg: Sharpeville, Sebokeng, Bophelong, Boipatong, and Evaton; in
the East Rand, the townships of Katlehong, Thokoza, Vosloorus, KwaThema,
and Wartville; outside Pretoria: Mamelodi and Soshanguve; in the Port Eliza-
beth area: Kwazakele and New Brighton as well as Uitenhage, Cradock, and
Grahamstown in the Eastern Cape. Movements in Cape Town and Durban (the
two remaining major metropolitan areas not covered in the earlier research)
are also included in the postapartheid period. For each time period, the local
organizations chosen were among the most vocal and influential in the country.
They attracted the greatest media attention for their work and their challenges
to the state, the regime, and the ruling party.

The primary data upon which arguments are based include archival
records, court transcripts, nongovernmental organization (NGO) project re-
ports, survey research, newspaper sources, and well over two hundred inter-
views conducted during the first fifteen years of South Africa’s experiment
with nonracial democracy. From 1994 to 2009, I interviewed civic and social
movement leaders from the local to the national level. I also conducted inter-
views with local government leaders and members of NGOs and other com-
munity organizations. Several interviewees chose to remain anonymous due to
the politically sensitive nature of our discussion; when I have cited them, they
are simply defined by their general job description and their broader geo-
graphic area. Together, these interviews conducted both on and off the record
provide key insights into how civic and social movement participants and
others perceived the work and the role of local associations over time. They
demonstrate how a range of ordinary people viewed the transformation pro-
cess as a whole. As South African politics shifted, so did the opportunities and
challenges for its new citizens. Many respondents were interviewed on more
than one occasion, often as they moved from work with local organizations to
government or private business. As a result of their changing roles, many were
willing to keep talking only if our discussions were off the record.
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