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ROGER SOUTHALL

5 WE enter the run-up to South Afri-
ca's third damocratic election, thers
are witesprend fears that the Jevel of
alectorul participation will be lower than
. I 1994 sy 1995, Fionw miteh winald this
. mmmﬂwhnwmddbeﬂlehmr
term imphcations?
‘There is widespread agreemnent that high levels
_ of slectorsl participation are a sound indicator of a
haalitry dernocracy. If people want to vote it implies
tha they sccord the politcal system legitimary. In

Iﬂlhltthﬂymntmﬂmﬂfywlﬂllr.ltahnhpﬂes
. ¢t they think voting has meaning — thar I, thar it
way inflaence thelr well being. Correspondingly, if
. thnt“:eill;wmwuﬂm
] not a
Smocra o s cveplished.
MMM%MMMWWMM
Tix Britain, 70 w 80
mmmmmmwmmm
Sacond World War in 1945, This reflécted not onty
" 1igh degree of national consensus ahout the welfire
| stwte and post-wat reconstruction, but  high level of
- xonpetition betwesn two stronig political parties,
In comvirae, elecioral participation sank to 58 percent
at the bt election in 1999 which sew a repest landsiide
for ‘Towry Bialr’s Labour Party. participation
" inErideh etoctions In recent years growing
-dhifiusbon with the established political system, not
- it bacwuse of the abrysmal failore of the Labour
|, . Puxy to provide a realisic alternative government 1o
. the Consenvatives in the 1980w and the equal faflire
" of the Ltier 10 mnmmwuhmm'nNewl.ahw:m
the 1ok
In the US the Democratic Party is presently in the
" rabdt of colourful battles to find a viable candidate
- to gppose George Buth in the forthcoming 1S presi-
- dental dection n November,
1. Yot despite thi azymatazz of American election-
warhig, voss: participation in U5 elections is raditonally
thwiﬂtmmlymnnhmmthmﬁﬂpumt
| ofthe registered electorate voting in precidential elec-
. thans Mesnwhile, the Republican Party in particular
onakew concerted efforts — gt laast in sorns states (as In
- Flakda in 2000) — tokeep biacks and poor Americans
uﬂﬂudednrﬂmﬂwuhnﬂmmmxnﬂypmmt
. themn from voting,

“To vote, or not to vote?

Voter turtinut in the US s stoagly associsted with
socio-econamic stiis, so voter choice reflects the
prederences of those Americans who are betier off
Tndeed, given the imply enommous amounts of monsy
veided by candidites to contest iS5 eloctions, the US
is more an elective oligarchy of the rich than a gemsdne
demacracy.

‘These comparisons should make us reflect care-
fully about the importance of slectoral ‘
in South Africa. On the one hand, a lower turnmst
would mirmor tha experience of other cruniries tn Afrdes
where lower umouts in successive post-lilwststion
or post-independence elnctions indlcate lower levals

of excitemant and enthndamn abowe the werival of.

democracy. This need fiot be unduly alarming wo long
as voter tumout doos not collepee to curremt Beitsh
or established American kevels.

On the othar hand, the real worry is that & degline
in electoral participaton way indicate the declindeg
legitimacy of our democracy. There 13 much talk of
wmdfaewl nmwﬂngbmuihaymm
an

Asinllrlmln.ifﬂmyfadﬂﬂtheuwuﬁmuilmk
and doss not congdtute an alternatdve government,
they may nit bother to vore.

But more alarming are faary that poor peaple will
sty awaly fiom the polls because their expectations of
democracy have nothieen realised. Bridence sogpests
that the poor view democmey as soongly nked to
M—mmmmw
and access to watey and edeciricity and so om.-

Meanwhile, organlsstinng like the Landlass Peophe’s
Moviment are mobilising sctive dissent by promating
a buycott of the elections lnonder to strengthes thik
damayda tor the more apid redistibution of Liisd,

Opposltion critics warn againt the dangers of ANC

dominance, of South Africa becorming a de fucty one
memmmwymumpmpmummm

‘tion where electoral participatinn is skewed heavily in
favour of the employed, the expanding roiddle class

and the propertied rich, Stbllity nnd social pasties
both require that South Africa becomes ore than

an elective oligarchy. °

IWWHM#MQ‘M
and Governance at the Human Sciences Hulnmh
Councll

HSRC RESEARCH OUTPUTS|

Al AT




