
B
OTH participatory dem-

ocracy and professional 

expertise are defining 

values of  South African 

society. Although many 

social scientists have tried 

to understand the two as mutually 

supportive, the tension between par-

ticipatory democracy and profession-

al expertise has long been a critical 

theme in South African politics. 

Whereas participatory democracy 

stands for transparent and inclusive 

deliberation on the part of  all citizens, 

professional expertise has always been 

regarded as the exclusive domain of  

professional elites. Whereas partici-

patory democracy seeks to canvass a 

wide range of  perspectives on a given 

topic, professional expertise strives 

to limit the number of  participants in 

pursuit of  facts and truth.

Taking up the tension between 

participatory democracy and 

professional expertise, we should 

reformulate the relationship 

through a socio-political perspective 

emphasising professional practice 

as a socio-political activity. Rather 

than taking professional practice to 

be the ideal for decision processes, we 

should investigate to what degree such 

practice might be democratised.

Against this backdrop, we should 

turn to the more difficult question of  

a lay person’s ability to collaboratively 

engage in professional decision 

processes. First, we should consider 

the intellectual and linguistic barriers 

that block such participation in 

the complex decision processes 

inherent in South Africa’s regulatory 

environment, and then review cases in 

which lay citizens have demonstrated 

the capacity to engage in pressing 

issues of  the day. 

We should examine the ways lay 

people’s experiential knowledge and 

normative imperatives can be brought 

to bear on decision processes. 

We should then turn to numerous 

case studies, around the world, 

that more specifically illustrate the 

possibilities of  inclusive participation. 

Basic to such cases is the emergence of  

collaborative relationships between lay 

citizens and professionals.

The professionals themselves 

should be assisted in helping lay 

citizens grasp the significance of  such 

collaboration, to broaden lay people’s 

access to information, and to help them 

systematise their own experiential 

knowledge. 

Emphasising the development of  

a participatory political culture, we 

should seize the opportunity to address 

the following questions: is it possible to 

restructure the largely undemocratic 

professionals-laypeople’s relationship 

in decision processes? 

And how can we integrate 

professional inquiry with citizen 

education and public action?

A mode of  decision-making 

designed as a strategy for deepening 

participatory democracy, the inclusive 

decision mode emphasises the political 

and social dimensions of  knowledge 

production and dissemination, and the 

role of  knowledge as an instrument 

of  power. Understanding the decision-

making status of  ‘lay citizens’ in 

democratic discourses, requires, as 

a sine qua non, rescuing them from 

the marginal position within the 

discourses of  neoliberal policy science 

– the latter having confined them to the 

realm of  the unthinking, the realm of  

the “dangerous excess” unassimilable 

to the rational order, a realm that 

appears prominently in professional 

studies on mass psychology.

This relegation has been possible 

because, from the very beginning, 

a strong element of  ethical and 

intellectual condemnation has been 

present in elitist considerations of  

“ordinary people” or “the masses”. 

Their dismissal has been part of  the 

discursive construction of  a certain 

normality, of  an ascetic political and 

moral universe from which “ordinary 

people’s ways and logics” had to 

be excluded. Neoliberal discourse 

thus “simplifies” the political space, 

replacing a complex set of  differences 

and determinations by a stark 

dichotomy, where the elite and the 

“masses” are irreconcilably different.

The democratic challenge is to 

use inclusive participation as the 

cornerstone of  the decision process.

The case for participatory democra-

cy derives its basic normative rationale 

from the principle that government 

should reflect the democratic consent 

of  the governed. Even “ordinary 

people” have the right – even obligation 

– to participate meaningfully in 

decision-making on issues that affect 

how and where they live.

This way, the world of  everyday life 

becomes reconnected to the political 

process which has constructed it. For 

the “ordinary people”, in the process, 

testimony and witnessing become 

history and sociology.

In the post-apartheid society that 

is failing to overcome socio-economic 

inequalities, is there anything that 

we should learn about professional 

practices that we did not know before? 

Can the experience of  “ordinary 

people” instruct the professions? 

What and how can testimonies of  

poverty, unemployment and enduring 

justice teach us, not merely in the areas 

of  law and medicine, but in the larger 

areas of  the interactions between the 

actual and the “professional”?

A testimony on poverty, unemploy-

ment, and injustice is not simply a 

testimony to a private life but a point 

of  conflation between the private 

and the public; a testimony which 

should penetrate professional decision 

processes. Each poor participant is a 

witness to human suffering in post-

apartheid South Africa; a witness to 22 

years of  enduring injustice.

“Ordinary people” can contribute 

substantially to problem recognition 

by identifying various aspects of  

problems needing analysis. They 

can also play an important role in 

the consideration of  political values 

that cannot be addressed solely by 

professional techniques.

Given the dialectical nature of  

knowledge, participant interaction 

between professionals and lay 

citizens is an essential aspect of  

the decision process. Beyond a one-

dimensional vantage point on the part 

of  the “professional” policy maker, 

the participation of  lay citizens is 

necessary to overcome the erroneous 

and excessively limited conception of  

professional expertise based upon a 

dichotomous schism of  the world into 

facts and values.

However, it should be pointed out 

that inclusive participation is not 

advanced here as a magic cure-all 

for all political, social, and economic 

problems. But it does hold out the 

prospect of  bringing forth a new 

understanding capable of  creating and 

legitimising new interests, shaping our 

understanding of  existing interests, 

and, in the process, influencing the 

political pathways along which power 

and interest travel. In bringing in 

the discourses of  lay citizens, the 

inclusive model helps to remind 

us that decisions always take place 

within a configuration of  power and 

that the task of  the policy maker is 

to dialectically engage the existing 

political and social forces.

Towards this end, the objective of  

inclusive participation is to create 

political spaces within democratic 

deliberative structures that offer a 

place for public reasoning. Asking who 

is privileged and who is marginalised 

by the elitist forms of  governance, 

such decision analysis, challenges 

the formal decision institutions to be 

inclusive and collaborative. 

The emergence of  the 

#RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall 

movements can be seen as a 

contribution to the expansion of  

horizons, because they help to present 

other analytical categories – such as 

justice and agency – for what they 

are: contingent and particular forms 

articulating democratic demands, 

not an ultimate core from which the 

nature of  the demands themselves 

can be explained. This widening of  

political and intellectual horizons 

is a precondition for thinking the 

forms of  our political engagement. 

It is necessary to re-conceptualise 

the historical context of  the social 

movements, the logic of  their 

articulation, the nature of  the 

collective socio-political entities 

resulting from them, and the ground 

for multi-vocal decisions.

These movements grow out of  

historical struggles for freedom, in 

which freedom is the precondition for 

the achievement of  the true meaning 

of  freedom.

■ Nkondo  is a member of  the 
Freedom Park Council and Council 
of  Unisa. He writes in his personal 
capacity.
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THE circumstances around the investigation of 
these matters, the timing of questioning and the 
leaks to the media, all call into question the 
good faith and independence of the investi-
gative authority, the Hawks, as well as that of 
the NPA. This case raises serious questions 
regarding the legitimate use of prosecutori-
al powers by Mr Shaun Abrahams. – Council 
for the Advancement of the South African 
Constitution (CASAC) executive secretary, 
Lawson Naidoo.

Former DA leader Helen 

Former ANC parlia-
mentarian Vytjie Mentor, in an open letter 
to President Jacob Zuma.

President Jacob Zuma’s spokes-
person, Bongani Ngqulunga.

IT SHOULD BE POINTED 

OUT THAT THIS ISN’T A 

MAGIC CURE-ALL FOR 

ALL OUR PROBLEM S

Rise of student activism

A brand new model for 
collaborative processes
The time has come to widen our political and intellectual horizons

 UP IN ARMS: Hundreds of protesting students from the University of Johannesburg and Wits University outside Luthuli House in the Johannesburg CBD. 
 PICTURE: DUMISANI SIBEKO

It’s much 
better to 
have Pravin 
Gordhan at 
the wheel 
I M R A A N  B U C C U S

M U X E  N K O N D O

C
HE Guevara and Pravin Gordhan writ-

ten in the same sentence has a good ring 

to it. The comparison is not over the top. 

Both were theorists and field soldiers in 

the Cuban and South African revolutions 

respectively. It is timely to make that 

point. And Che was Cuba’s Minister of  Finance too.

Gordhan continues to be assaulted by all manner of  

barbed commentary and charges that serve a political 

agenda.  We must lament that historical amnesia is a 

cruel disease. In Gordhan’s case, some of  those taking pot 

shots were not born when he was wallowing in apartheid 

detention. 

In the years following the victory of  the communists 

over the Batista dictatorship, Che gave way after differing 

with his comrades. His role in advancing the revolution 

and his credentials were never questioned. His selfless 

contribution to the struggle for Cuban freedom and 

internationalism is to this day a prominent part of  the 

school curriculum in the Caribbean nation.

Regrettably and inexplicably, South Africa’s freedom 

history receives scant regard in the school curriculum. 

One day when Gordhan’s story is told, a further 

comparison with Che might come to light about their 

belief  in the power of  the revolver in prosecuting the 

revolution. That’s another story for another day, though.

One story worth telling in the context of  theory is 

Gordhan’s role as an instructor in the underground. 

Generations of  activists were schooled in OCMS – 

Organise, Conscientise, Mobilise and Support. Working 

above ground in community organisations like the Natal 

Indian Congress, the Durban Housing Action Committee 

and the Phoenix Working Committee, Gordhan drew on 

struggles around the world to recruit activists for the 

underground ANC from the early 1970s. His contribution 

in building cadreship was critical during a period of  

sustained apartheid repression.

Unlike nowadays, when ANC membership may be 

obtained by filling in a form and paying a R12 fee, the 

time-honoured 

system was by 

recruitment. He was 

among those who 

remained in the 

country, using every 

base the ANC had 

as a site of  struggle. 

In Gordhan’s case, 

even the nondescript 

pharmacies in 

which he worked 

were clandestine 

bases for the 

underground. It 

is here that he would meet activists, give instructions and 

receive reports for onward transmission.

It was poor from President Jacob Zuma to suggest 

that Des van Rooyen was better qualified to be finance 

minister. It was even nastier for the EFF to suggest that 

Gordhan’s academic qualifications were not checking 

out. Reassuringly, people such as ANC chief  whip 

Jackson Mthembu have pledged support for Gordhan and 

indicated that he and others would accompany Gordhan 

to court in a show of  solidarity.

The man has a Herculean task pulling the country 

back from the edge of  a financial precipice. Few can 

hold a candle to Gordhan as an admirable exemplar of  

public service. As commissioner of  the South African 

Revenue Service he is credited with building a disciplined 

administrative system, improving collection and growing 

the tax base. During his tenure as minister of  finance, the 

country was able to meander around the worst ravages of  

the global financial crisis. 

He demonstrated that he was a safe pair of  hands. 

His skill as a troubleshooter came in handy when the 

president needed someone to fix a crumbling local 

government system. He was deployed as minister of  

co-operative governance. Some interpreted that as a 

demotion, but Gordhan just rolled up his sleeves and got 

to work. He didn’t make too many friends by his direct 

challenge that those unable to do the jobs should pack up 

or face the consequences for non-delivery. 

His personal discipline is also commendable. He 

bought a modest official car even though the Ministerial 

Handbook allowed for something fancier. He frequently 

drives himself  to meetings in one of  the lowest categories 

of  hired cars and is not averse to asking for a lift. Earlier 

in the year, leaving Cape Town after the State of  the 

Nation address, he flew economy class even though that 

might not be the most practical. 

Unlike Che, Gordhan is not about to speed off  on 

his motorcycle to pen his diaries. The country is in for 

a rough ride. Much better a Gordhan at the wheel than 

anyone else. A luta continua, vitória é certa.

■ Buccus is senior research associate at ASRI, research 
fellow in the School of  Social Sciences at UKZN and 
academic director of  a university study abroad programme 
on political transformation.

THE COUNTRY IS IN FOR 

A ROUGH RIDE.  

A LUTA CONTINUA, 

VITÓRIA É CERTA  


