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Urban activism was instrumental in bringing about South Africa’s transition from apartheid 
to democracy and continues to play an important role in post-apartheid social and political 
transformation (Habib, Valodia, & Ballard, 2006). Yet, different visions of the role for 
activism and civil society and the direction of urban politics and governance divide theorists 
and practitioners across the South African political spectrum.  All conceptualize civil society 
as necessary and good, as an instrumental element of post-apartheid development and 
democratization (Johnson, 2002), but quite contradictory assumptions are built into this 
promotion of civil society. Radical ‘anti-neo-liberal’ critics, on the one hand, frame South 
African urban politics in a discourse against neoliberalism, particularly as an oppositional 
polarization between the neo-liberal state and popular interests and movements in civil 
society (Bond, 2000a, 2004; McDonald, 2002). ‘Liberal’ thinkers from a range of political 
perspectives, on the other hand, emphasize governance and participatory models through 
which civil society must work with the state (Parnell, Pieterse, Swilling & Wooldridge, 
2002). This has yielded polarized political polemics regarding the role and dynamic of post-
apartheid civil society (Habib & Kotze, 2003),1 with President Thabo Mbeki joining the fray 
in his castigation of radical critics as an ‘ultra left’ force pursuing a political project of 
‘disunity’.2  

Framed by a global discourse about neoliberalism, South African debates on 
‘progressive’, ‘adversarial’ and ‘emancipative’ urban social movements within the radical 
camp and on ‘voluntary’, ‘constructive’ and ‘capable’ civic associations and community 
representatives among liberals speak at cross purposes, especially in relation to analyzing 
local political practice.3 Both readings of urban politics frame community organizing in 
                                                
1 Similar issues are articulated by Johnson (2002) as a question about reconciliation of popular mass movements 
with liberal democracy and Mangcu as a shift ‘from the lifeworld of social movements to the systems world of 
bureaucrats and technical experts, all in the name of empowerment and reconstruction” (2003: 288). 
2 African National Congress (ANC) rhetoric increasingly distinguishes between constructive and disruptive 
forces in civil society, as seen in the ANC deputy secretary general Mthembi-Mahanyele’s contrast between 
“positive social formations” that have responded sympathetically to the government and those (i.e. Mbeki’s 
‘ultra left’) with which “we have a bit of a problem” (Mail & Guardian, 5 August 2003). 
3 In contrasting these groups, we are not suggesting that the South African political context represents a ‘level 
playing field.’  These two opposing political forces have differential access to power. Actors and institutions 
that promote engagement often have access to state resources and administrative channels. In comparison, ‘anti-
neo-liberal’ activists face a dire shortage of financial and organizational resources. 
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South African cities in monolithic, simplified hues. In this chapter, we contrast this polemic 
with the practices of community-based organizations that make up the Western Cape Anti-
Eviction Campaign. We argue that these binaries do not do justice to the realities of 
community organizing: in other words, polemical political discourse does not reflect the 
complexities of political practice. In everyday initiatives to get access to public services, or to 
protect those that already exist, community organizing crosses the boundary between 
engagement with the state and opposition to state programs and policies. 

Analyzing urban political practices at the community scale highlights the presence of 
a diversity of political issues, strategies and arenas, rooted in historical and geographical 
differentiation within and across cities. In the discussion of the Campaign (and the diverse 
political practices of community organizations operating within it) that we draw on in this 
chapter,4 political action and community organizing are grounded in local everyday life and 
local political spaces, yet they are also framed by and partake in the contestation of political 
decision-making and discourses operating at city and national scales. The multiple positions 
and strategic engagements adopted by urban community-based movements, combined with 
the complex character of neo-liberal policies, produce often contradictory and always uneven 
politics that at times resonate with critiques of neoliberalism, but also articulate as locally 
specific issues. These politics and their complex articulations remain under-theorized in 
academic and policy debates on local civil society in the context of neo-liberalism.  

 
Civil Society, the State, and Development 
The promotion of civil society and the centrality of images of opposition and engagement in 
reading civil society-state relationships are not particular to South Africa, but mirror 
international neo-liberal and post-Marxist discourses on civil society and the state. There is 
now a striking convergence in development theory and strategy between ‘new right’ and 
‘new left’ positions, where both tend to prioritize local civil society over a caricatured image 
of inefficient and centralized states (Mohan & Stokke, 2000). While the neo-liberal position 
suggests a top-down process of local participatory development, the post-Marxist discourse 
centers on bottom-up struggles for social transformation: 
 

Civil society can, according to neo-liberals, exert organized pressure on autocratic 
and unresponsive states and thereby support democratic stability and good 
governance. It can also facilitate participation in development and thereby empower 
target groups of poor people. Civil society is, according to post-marxists, the 
expression of diverse forms of identity politics challenging the hegemony of global 
economic liberalism and its associated political institutions. Social movements hold 
the potential for bringing about autocentric and socially relevant development in 
opposition to the disempowering activities of both the state and the market. (Mohan 
& Stokke, forthcoming: 2). 

                                                
4 The research that informs this case was completed with the Anti-Eviction Campaign’s Community Research 
Group in 2003 and 2004. The research methodology was designed to explore the history of the various 
organizations and areas that are part of the Campaign, focusing on the dynamics of each, the issues that they 
face and organize around, and the individuals that make up the organizations and that shape the campaign. In-
depth interviews and focus groups with activists involved in the Campaign were conducted to discuss: histories 
and dynamics of community organizing in the area and Campaign. These conversations helped unpack 
connections between individual activists, organizations, and the Campaign. Two case studies were conducted to 
focus on Campaign legal strategies and research capacity building through the development of the Legal 
Coordinating Committee and the Community Research Group respectively. These case studies complemented 
the more general and systematic analysis of Campaign diversity. 
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In agreement with the neo-liberal development discourse, donor agencies and 

international financial institutions, such as the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund, have promoted governance reforms that decentralize planning and service delivery and 
civil society participation and partnerships across the developing world. These institutional 
changes have the effect of ‘rolling back’ the state by rearranging state/market- and 
state/society-relations, placing increased emphasis on the market and civil society as the 
critical sites and agents for economic and social development. In this context, social capital 
has emerged as the conceptual tool linking reformed states and citizens. Putnam (1993) has 
famously argued that ‘social capital’ – the relationships, associations and networks that tie 
individuals to each other – is the crucial component to successful local governance and 
development.  While Putnam portrays social capital as inimitable – either there or not – other 
theorists have identified the ways in which social capital may be created through particular 
types of intervention (Evans, 1996; Harrison, 2002).   

In some instances, development work has focused therefore on ways to build and 
improve social capital by engaging and funding civil society organizations.  These 
conceptualizations of social capital fall hand in hand with programs and practices of 
decentralized governance and participatory development, particularly prevalent in the 
discourse of western donors (Mohan & Stokke, 2000). Critical analysts, however, observe 
that social capital mystifies rather than clarifies local civil society because it evades questions 
of class, power and politics. Indeed Harriss (2002: 12) argues that social capital, as 
conceptualized by Putnam and utilized by the World Bank, has the effect of depoliticizing 
neo-liberal development: 

 
This mystification serves the political purposes of depoliticizing the problems of 
poverty and social justice and, in elevating the importance of ’voluntary 
association’ in civic engagement, of pointing out the need for political action. 
’Social capital’ is thus a weapon in the armoury of the ’anti-politics machine.’  

 
In more general terms it can be argued that, although neo-liberal reforms and discourses 
promoting good governance, administrative decentralization and social capital may create 
certain discursive and institutional spaces for popular participation, they also render 
development as a technocratic and depoliticized process (Corbridge, Williams, & Srivastava, 
2005; Ferguson, 1994; Harriss, Stokke, & Törnquist 2004; Mohan & Stokke, forthcoming).  

The nodal points of ‘civil society,’ ‘participation’ and ‘empowerment’ in the neo-
liberal discourse are shared by the post-Marxist left, but the technocratic conception of 
development and governance is not. On the contrary, post-Marxists emphasize polycentric 
adversarial struggles as forms of resistance that are said to operate outside major political 
alignments and the formal political sphere. Escobar (1995), for instance, advocates social 
movements in the third world as a potential way beyond the disciplining confines of western 
Euro-centric development discourses and programs (Crush, 1995).  

Although emphasizing the diversity of identities and the polycentric nature of 
resistance, post-Marxist discourse also situates these struggles in a structural context that 
over-determines civil society activism. Chin and Mittelman (2000) illustrate this conception 
of resistance by referring to Polyani’s (1944) analysis of state-supported implementation of 
self-regulating markets in the 19th and early 20th centuries, with subsequent collective 
struggles to protect workers and re-exert social control over the market. This movement-
countermovement dialectic has, some argue, a contemporary expression in the drive towards 
economic globalisation and neo-liberalism with resultant multifaceted anti-globalization and 
anti-neoliberalism struggles. Castells (1997), for instance, emphasizes expressions of 
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collective identity that challenge globalization on behalf of people’s control over their lives 
and environment:  

 
People all over the world resent loss of control over their lives, over their 
environment, over their jobs, and, ultimately, over the fate of the Earth. Thus, 
following an old law of social evolution, resistance confronts domination, 
empowerment reacts against powerlessness, and alternative projects challenge the 
logic embedded in the new global order, increasingly sensed as disorder by 
people around the planet. (Castells, 1997:69) 

 
Harvey (2003) operates within the same overall movement-countermovement 

framework, but provides a more explicit Marxist analysis of the links between global 
capitalism and local resistance. For him, contemporary capitalism is marked by the 
importance of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ as a strategy to overcome crises by releasing 
assets (including labor power) at very low cost. Following the general over-accumulation 
crisis of the 1970s, he argues, privatization has become the cutting edge of this strategy, 
displaying the same patterns of asset redistribution almost anywhere that it is being 
implemented. In the case of South Africa, he draws on McDonald and Pape (2002) to argue 
that: 

 
The World Bank treated post-apartheid South Africa as a showcase for the greater 
efficiencies that could be achieved through privatization and liberalization of the 
market. It promoted, for example, either the privatization of water or ‘total cost 
recovery’ by municipally owned utilities. Consumers paid for the water they 
used, rather than receiving it as a free good. With higher revenues the utilities 
would, the theory went, earn profits and extend services. But, unable to afford the 
charges, more and more people were cut out of the service, and with less revenue 
the companies raised rates, making water even less affordable to low-income 
populations. (Harvey, 2003:159) 

 
Contemporary processes of accumulation by dispossession, like historical rounds of primitive 
accumulation, provoke diverse political and social struggles. Whereas analysts like Hardt and 
Negri (2000, 2004) see these as a ‘multitude’ – a resistance network that mirrors the network-
like character of Empire – Harvey sees them as diverse and inchoate struggles that reflect the 
fragmentary and contingent forms of accumulation by dispossession. For him, the theoretical 
and political challenge is to work from these particularistic struggles towards a generalized 
political goal, while acknowledging the significance of multiple identifications.  

As political as such structure-oriented studies of domination and resistance are, they 
nonetheless display a certain ‘political deficit’ in the sense that little attention is paid to the 
contextualized politics of both neo-liberal reforms and counter-hegemonic struggles. There is 
an unfortunate tendency to refrain from addressing questions of political agency, interests and 
strategies in civil society and how these relate to the state. This renders invisible the 
complexity and diversity of cultural and political contestation in civil and political society, as 
well as in the state.  

This brief discussion yields some important analytical lessons. Whereas local civil 
society is important, it is not exclusively so or critical in a normative, idealized sense. In fact, 
there is a problematic tendency to romanticize civil society and to view it as a separate and 
alternative sphere outside the economy and polity (Mohan & Stokke, 2000). But local social 
movements and associations – organs of civil society – do not operate in vacuums or in 
contexts and with power of their own choosing. Nor is ‘civil society’ by definition ‘civil,’ or 
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‘virtuous’ (Bayat, 1997; Kasfir, 1998; Hearn, 2001; Markovitz, 1998).  Civil society, 
therefore, cannot be assumed as “locus sine qua non for progressive politics, the place where 
people organize to make their lives better, even a site of resistance” (Hearn, 2001: 43). 
Moreover, “the current focus on the notion of ‘civil society’ tends to belittle or totally ignore 
the vast arrays of often un-institutionalized and hybrid social activities which have dominated 
urban politics in many developing countries” (Bayat, 1997: 55). Focusing on the range of 
activities that poor citizens in developing contexts practice to secure tenure, housing, services 
and livelihoods, Bayat argues that these processes occur despite state programs, and act 
autonomously from development agenda.  

The observed political deficit in both neo-liberal and post-Marxist development 
discourses points to the need to critically unpack the complexity of civil society and its 
relations with the state (Chandhoke, 1995). At first, it should be observed that neoliberalism 
and neoliberal institutional reforms are not monolithic phenomena or processes. While certain 
ideological and political commonalities can be identified, these are mediated by specific 
political contexts with divergent constellations of political institutions, discourses and forces. 
Furthermore, studies of neo-liberalism in developing countries have often been confined to 
political reforms and discourses promoting deregulation of trade and production. But these 
tendencies are also prominent within the public sector itself. As governments are encouraged 
by capital interests and international financial institutions to reduce their social expenditures, 
corporatization and privatisation of public assets allow market forces to make inroads into the 
public sector. Often public services are put out to tender, new public-private partnerships are 
introduced, and service delivery units are subject to market processes. Resultantly, the 
affordability and access to these services are put at risk, as well as the job security and 
working conditions of public sector workers. Finally, the contestation of such initiatives by 
trade unions and social movements contain a plethora of issues and strategies, with diverse 
and reflexive combinations of engagement and disengagement with economic and political 
actors in different localities and at different scales. This geographic and political complexity 
calls for contextualised studies of both the changing conditions and strategies of community 
activism. These analytical points help frame a critical analysis of South African civil society 
and development politics in the contemporary period.  

 
Debating the Nature of South African Civil Society-State Relationships 
Habib and Kotze review academic and political debates on civil society and argue that there 
is a critical “need to transcend the false divide that has emerged between opposition and 
engagement in South Africa” (2003: 28).  In post-Apartheid South Africa, proponents of 
political engagement frame their arguments around the prioritization of governance, while 
their opponents highlight adversarial struggles for social justice. 

 
Reconstructing Governance Versus Achieving Socio-Economic Justice 

At all tiers, the post-apartheid state has prioritized recreating governance patterns and 
broadly reconfiguring state-society relationships, outlined in both the Constitution (RSA, 
1996) and state policy and legislation (such as the White Paper for Local Government 1998 
and the 1998 Municipal Structures Act and 1999 Municipal Systems Act. Democratic 
elections at the national, provincial and municipal levels changed the political and 
institutional environment in which organs of civil society engage with the state.  For instance, 
statutorily mandated community development forums were instituted to structure community-
state engagement (for example Reconstruction Development Forums and other sector specific 
structures such as Community Policing Forums).  These structures were designed to facilitate 
communication between local government and civil society and to provide a platform through 
which civil society could participate in area-based decision-making (Chipkin, 2003). In turn, 
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civil society was assumed to be an arena for progressive debate on development, symbolic of 
the democratic era.   

At the same time that the South African state has grappled with means to 
institutionalize and deliver on its development imperatives locally, it has made particular 
choices at the macro-economic scale. Emblematic in the Growth, Employment, and 
Redistribution framework (GEAR), macro-economic policy has embraced neo-liberal 
ideologies that prioritize a restructuring and downscaling of state activity and a promotion of 
private sector actors and logics. These policies emerge at the urban scale as tensions between 
the commitment to development and poverty eradication and a market-driven promotion of 
‘efficient’ cities, and competitiveness through ‘global city’ status and the development of 
‘world class’ infrastructure to attract foreign investment (Robinson, 2003).  In the local 
government context, the recent implementation of policies of cost-recovery for basic services 
such as water and electricity illustrate the ways in which market-driven mechanisms 
dominate developmental agendas for addressing inequality.  The degree to which these trends 
can be understood as outright privatization is contested, but the post-apartheid government 
has certainly moved from statist service delivery to neo-liberal partnerships with private 
sector actors. ‘In the latter model, the state acts as a service “ensurer” rather than a service 
“provider” . . .and municipal services are “run more like a business”, with financial cost 
recovery becoming the most important measure of performance’ (McDonald & Smith, 2002: 
1). Populist, anti-neo-liberal critics argue not only that these choices demonstrate the neo-
liberal turn to the right in South African governance, but also have come at the cost of socio-
economic justice and redress (Bond, 2000b, 2004). 

The collection of papers in the volume edited by McDonald and Pape (2002) on cost 
recovery and service delivery, among others such as Ruiters and Stein (2002) and Peters 
(2005), argue that policies of cost-recovery in service delivery jeopardize the post-apartheid 
project by disenfranchising and further alienating black communities and citizens already 
disadvantaged by the ravages of the apartheid system.  These actions, they argue, negate the 
government’s extension of services in the democratic era.  Poor households and communities 
face an affordability crisis due to high unemployment levels and the real difficulties in eking 
out livelihoods under the current neo-liberal macro-economic regime.  Although their 
arguments and figures have been challenged,5 this type of conceptual and empirical work 
provides an ideological and research platform on which the Anti-Eviction Campaign and 
other social movements often articulate the service delivery crisis. 

In the Cape Town context, confrontation over payment for services has characterized 
the relationship between local government and residents in poorer areas of the city in the 
post-apartheid period. The City has instituted cost-recovery policies to attempt to recover 
arrears on rates and service bills, with city policies stating, for instance, that: 

Action will be taken against those who do not pay – the Council will not 
hesitate to cut off services and take legal action where necessary. Residents 
who do not pay will be without electricity or water and will have to pay the 
additional costs of reconnection fees, lawyers’ fees and legal costs. They 
could ultimately have their houses sold (if they are ratepayers) or be evicted 
(if they are tenants in a Council house). (City of Cape Town, in Xali, 
2002:110) 

The implementation of this policy has been piecemeal however, and has fluctuated with 
changing political party control of the municipality. In coalition with the (now-defunct) New 
National Party, the African National Congress presently has control over municipal 
                                                
5 See the series of articles in the Sunday Independent in June and July, 2003 by Ronnie Kasrils, Patrick Bond 
and David McDonald debating not only the survey statistics but also their interpretation. 
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government and has recently made some concessions for renters in state housing and for 
households in arrears. For instance, from 1 April 2004, rental arrears accumulated before July 
1997 have been written off, and the City will match R1 for every R1 repayment on arrears 
accrued between July 1997 and June 2002 (Cape Times, March 2004). Nonetheless, these 
policies only address debts accumulated between 1997 and 2002 if residents can make 
payments, and they exclude debts accumulated after 2002. Families unable to meet 
agreements on arrears payments still face disconnections of water and electricity and 
repossessions of furniture in lieu of rental payment. Evictions, and arrests for protesting such 
actions have become commonplace again. In response, some residents live without water and 
electricity, even homes; many illegally reconnect themselves to services, and organize in their 
neighborhoods and across the city (Smith & Hanson, 2003).  

Arguments for socio-economic justice or reconstructing governance are not incorrect 
or falsely constructed, but reflect the post-apartheid politics of engagement and opposition.  
Policy makers, activists and researchers working towards better forms of governance 
articulate their concerns around a language of engagement. In contrast, those raising 
questions of socio-economic justice and redistribution express their arguments and strategies 
within oppositional discourses. Through our case study on community-based political 
practice in the Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign elaborated on in the next section, we 
suggest that the complexities of political practice challenge the engagement-opposition 
dualism, demonstrating the ways in which local politics at times, mirrors, but more often 
crosses and reworks engagement and opposition in practice.   

 
The Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign 
The Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign (henceforth the Campaign) was launched in 
February 2001 to fight against evictions, water cut-offs, and poor health services.  The 
Campaign is an umbrella body now representing approximately 25 communities in Cape 
Town. It encompasses a wide range of activists, issues, immediate material needs, histories of 
struggle and political perspectives and is an important oppositional voice in local politics.  
The Campaign offers a useful case study as it is both community-driven and positioned in 
city political discourse as adversarial and in opposition to the state, notwithstanding the range 
of strategies and activities comprising the Campaign. There are many interesting and relevant 
issues (Oldfield & Stokke, 2006), but we focus here on the ways in which community-based 
politics diverge from the political polemics on state-civil society engagement in the post-
apartheid context.  Our analysis builds on three inter-related points:  first, community 
organizing in the Campaign is highly differentiated; second, community-based organizations 
in the Campaign present a range of demands to the Cape Town Council and other state and 
parastatal institutions; and, third, in combination, different material organizing conditions and 
the consequent range of demands on the state produce a wide range of political practices. 

Despite shared poverty, material issues underlying the present mobilization vary 
across different neighborhoods.6  There are four general environments in which the 
Campaign operates: apartheid-era state-built rental housing in areas segregated for ‘coloured’ 
families; different forms of apartheid-period ‘hire-purchase’ homeownership schemes built 
across colored areas of the city in the 1980s and 1990s, where residents are both tenants of 
Council and homeowners; apartheid-era mortgaged housing for middle to low-income 

                                                
6 Many of the community organisations analysed in the research operate at a neighbourhood scale. 
Neighbourhoods, sometimes referred to as areas, reflect histories of urban segregation and thus are also referred 
to as ‘coloured,’ ‘African’ or ‘white,’ for instance, ‘areas.’  This does not infer, however, that all coloured 
neighbourhoods somehow work together at an ‘area’ level. 
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families; and informal settlements and new neighborhoods where the post-apartheid state has 
built low-income housing. 
 
The Practices of Community Organizing 
Analysis of community groups participating in the Campaign and what they do – the 
demands made, the institutions and individuals engaged with, and the type of tactics drawn 
on--show that ‘civil society’ and its engagement with the state are configured in a broad 
rather than binary manner. Organizations in the Campaign undertake a wide range of 
activities, from legal battles to mass ‘informal’ reconnections of services and territorial 
control over neighborhoods.  Strategies grow from the local context, reflecting neighborhood 
logics, albeit articulated and mediated by citywide, regional and national processes and 
debates.  The local is heterogeneous, however, shaping the nature of organizations and the 
political, social and material contexts in which groups strategize and struggle, and defining 
multiple positions along a continuum that spans engagement and opposition.   

Most groups seek to engage city government and other relevant stakeholders to some 
degree, but the experiences of accessibility are diverse. The modes of protest and traditions 
of organizing also vary considerably across neighborhoods classified racially as former 
coloured and African group areas as well as among organizations within neighborhoods in 
different sections of the city.  In consequence, the present repertoire of protest ranges from 
strategies that are compatible with the rules and procedures of the formal political system 
(e.g. community meetings, petitions, negotiations, and legal demonstrations) to practices that 
are more confrontational and unlawful (e.g. illegal reconnections, occupations of houses, 
forceful blocking of evictions and sit-ins). Many of the organizations combine diverse kinds 
of protests, employing the more radical tactics to solve problems and resist only when 
negotiations and legal demonstrations fail to yield acceptable outcomes. Clearly, different 
political contexts also frame mobilization issues in neighborhoods. The diverse practices that 
fall under the umbrella of the Campaign coalesce and acted on primarily within 
neighborhood-level organizations, thus it is important to shift scale downward to show how 
complex political practice operates at a more local scale within the Campaign itself. These 
patterns are illustrated in the case of the Valhalla Park United Civic Front in the following 
section. 
 
The Valhalla Park United Front Civic: Strategic Engagement and Opposition 
The United Front Civic7 of Valhalla Park illustrates the ways in which many community 
activists and organizations simultaneously engage with state officials and institutions and 
oppose them through overt and covert protest actions. This mixture of engagement and 
opposition reflects the organization’s strategic choices and hard-won experiences in 
organizing in Valhalla Park over the past two decades. 

The organization’s successes come in part from persistent engagement with officials 
in the police, the health and housing departments who work directly in Valhalla Park.  By 
building up long-term relationships with local officials, Civic leaders have found ways in 
which to make them more responsive.  In the case of the police, for instance, leaders’ 
personal connections and direct contact tends to improve servicing of the area.  An activist 
comments on her role as intermediary between residents and the local police station. 

 

                                                
7 Historically developing as a form of anti-apartheid resistance and as a response to a lack of political 
representation and service delivery at the local level in formerly racially segregated African and coloured 
neighbourhoods, ‘civics’ are community structures that take forward development and issues linked to everyday 
living. Many continue operating in the present period or have developed since the transition to democracy. 
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People come here – even before they go to the police station, they come to the 
Civic… I gotta pick the phone up, then I gotta dial them and say I’m Mrs S. 
from the Street Committee, I’m from the United Civic Front and the people 
phoned two house ago, three hours ago, and you never came. I want you to 
come out right now… When I raise my voice and I make my voice loud, only 
then they come. (GS, Valhalla Park, 14/8/03) 

 
Relationships with the police are nurtured through participation in the larger area’s 

Community Policing Forum. A similar personal relationship has developed with the local 
Head of the Housing Office who, unlike officials in many poor parts of Cape Town, has 
allowed unemployed residents unable to pay rentals to apply for indigent status to relieve 
them of some of the burden of their bills (personal communication GA, 05/02).   

Although Civic leaders engage with officials, they do not depend on these types of 
relationships to resist evictions or to improve conditions in the neighborhood.  The first 
community-wide success occurred in response to the cut-off of the entire neighborhood’s 
electricity in the mid-1990s, despite many households paying their bills regularly.  After 
result of a series of persistent protests and negotiations, the Council agreed to reconnect 
electricity.  Two activists remember the event:  

 
People protested and we demanded, we actually demanded that they come 
reconnect the electricity… After a lot of ups and downs, they decided to come 
in, to put the people’s electricity back on.  We got onto that yellow van that 
rides from house to house to put the electricity on.  We civic members, we got 
onto the van and we rode with them till past midnight from street to street.  
We didn’t let them go until everybody’s light had been turned on.” (GR and 
GS, 14/8/03). 
 

Since this period, residents and Civic activists have been vigilant about Council activities in 
the area. Residents alert the Civic leaders whenever they see a Council vehicle enter the 
neighborhood.  Residents and activists then respond immediately to ensure that Council does 
not cut off water or electricity without negotiating with the Civic.  Their persistence, and 
insistence that Council must consult the Civic, has paid off from their perspective: The 
Council rarely enters the area without consultation. 

When negotiations with Council fail, the Civic finds radical action entirely 
appropriate.  After a number of children were hit by cars on the main arterial road through the 
neighborhood, the Civic spent two years requesting that the Council build speed bumps.  
After their request was turned down consistently, Civic activists dug a four-meter wide and 
approximately one-meter deep hole across the main road in the middle of the night.  The 
following morning, cars rushing to work slammed into the hole.  An activist recalls the 
official response: 

 
When I came outside, the law enforcement was outside… The Bishop Lavis 
Police Station was in the road to come and see the cars that got damaged in 
that hole, the traffic cops, a whole fleet of cops on bikes and in cars, the street 
was dark with all the law enforcements, with everybody standing outside.  
The hole was fixed and speed bumps were built that day. (G.S. 14/8/03)  
 

She cynically assesses that there was no money for speed bumps when children got hurt, but 
the same day that cars got ‘hurt’, the money was found and the bumps built.   
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The United Front Civic’s recent victory is the most significant, as it may impact the 
City’s legal obligations in providing for informal settlement services not only in Cape Town 
but also regionally. ‘Homeless’ Valhalla Park residents – those families on the housing 
waiting list living in backyard shacks or as sub-tenants in overcrowded flats – occupied state-
owned land in the neighborhood, explicitly to attempt to move the City Council towards 
providing more housing in the area. When the Council failed to respond, or provide sanitation 
and water services, the United Front Civic took the Cape Town City Council to the High 
Court to demand their constitutional right to services. In July 2003, the United Civic Front 
won this landmark case (Case 8970/01, 7 July 2003, Neville Rudolph and 49 others vs. the 
City of Cape Town), in which the High Court held the City responsible to provide services to, 
the informal area (called 7 de Laan), granting it four months to do so. The City appealed the 
ruling, but lost.  

Personal experience of evictions drives many leaders to continue to work so hard to 
protect and support neighbors and the community.  As one activist reflects:   

 
Many times the two of us [spokesperson and chairman] had to walk half way to 
the places we had to go then come home on our feet, hungry, we had nothing to 
eat for the whole day… But personally, I feel that is my calling since I moved to 
Valhalla Park.  Up till today, there is a lot of people that hasn’t got a house, 
that’s been evicted with me.  But, every time I fought back with the Council and 
I think that is why this is my calling. I know what it is to be evicted…. I 
overcame it [evictions] seven times… I will fight the Council to the bitter end. I 
won’t see anybody being evicted or anybody’s water being cut. I am totally 
against this.  This is why we as an organization felt we should join the Anti-
Eviction Campaign because we stand for the same thing; we fight the same 
thing. We say no to evictions, no to water cuts, and all that.” (G.S. 14/8/2003) 
 

Leaders play multiple roles, but they are also supported by a structure of other community 
leaders operating at the street-level.  A weekly meeting is held every Thursday night where 
street leaders and the executive committee report back to residents on progress on issues, 
engaging with residents not only to keep them informed but to also build support and 
consensus within the neighborhood. It is in these forums where decisions are taken on 
appropriate responses and strategies – in particular when to work within the system and when 
to disrupt and challenge it.  

In general, although leaders of the Civic continue to work with Council officials and 
politicians, they have little faith in the system. From experience, they have found that Council 
responds only if they present a direct challenge to governance and Council operations in the 
area. The Chairperson comments: 

 
Council don’t listen to us if we go through the right channels. They don’t 
listen. They make as if they listen if you go through the right channels. They 
don’t take notice of us. But, if we do what we do, then immediately they 
respond… If they make too long, then we do our own thing. (GS, GR, 
14/8/03) 

 
Local experiences of and mixes of engagement and opposition challenge the political 

polemics of state-society relations in South Africa. Post-apartheid movements like the 
Campaign and its local community organizations are actually characterized by creative 
combinations of strategies of engagement and opposition and resistance to the state, 
responding to neoliberal policies of cost recovery but also to a broader and more complex 
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neighborhood- and city-level politics. 
 

Theorizing Community Organizing and Everyday Politics  
Practices of community-based activism embodied in local politics are more complex than a 
dualism between engagement and opposition. A reading of local political practice 
demonstrates the need for more complex and grounded understandings of urban civil society 
and less polemical constructions of state-society relationships as products of neoliberalism. 
The clash between policies for economic liberalization and struggles for socio-economic 
justice generate local and national politics that cloak everyday civil society activism as either 
engaging with the South African transition or in opposition to it. This polemic frames the 
consequences of different types of activism: while political engagement may grant access to 
material resources for community development, it may also undermine the legitimacy of the 
movement as an independent representative of struggling people. On the other hand, 
community mobilisation may empower the movement in dealing with state institutions, but 
may also lead to branding as disruptive forces are made into a target for state repression. 
African National Congress representatives increasingly distinguish between positive 
(collaborating) social forces and disruptive (adversarial) ‘ultra-revolutionaries’. The 
Campaign is increasingly placed in the latter category in this debate (Makinana, 2003; 
Ntabazalila, 2002). 

Polemical readings of urban politics, supported by binary conceptualizations of neo-
liberalism and anti-neo-liberalism struggles, reinforce the polarization of civil society 
organizations and actors from the state.  This polarization and polemical rhetoric increases 
antagonism between liberal promoters of governance and engagement and anti-neo-liberal 
activists prioritizing issues of justice. This type of polemic often prevents discussions that 
might help solve very real urban problems such as universal access to services.  On the one 
hand, state officials and politicians (and other commentators) interpret activities by 
organizations like the Campaign as by definition adversarial.  At the same time, activists and 
organizations (and other commentators) interpret state actions as, by definition, neo-liberal 
and therefore counter to the interests of the poor and progressive politics.  Grounded analysis 
of community organizing demonstrates, instead, that community politics include strategic and 
relational collaboration with and opposition to the state.  Theorizations of civil society and of 
state-society relationships need to reflect this complexity and the plurality of urban politics in 
practice, building from a mediation of the empirical with the conceptual. 
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