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YOUTH, POLITICAL PARTIES AND PARTICIPATORY DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH 

AFRICA -EXPLORING THE DYNAMICS 

By Paul Kariuki 

ABSTRACT 

Political participation takes many forms. It can occur through formal democratic institutions like 

political parties and democratic processes like voting in regular local and national elections. 

Between elections, citizens can engage with the political system and express grievances and 

concerns regarding the functioning of the body politic. These channels of political participation 

are not, and should not be, mutually exclusive. Depending on the issues being confronted, youth 

can opt for any of the channels.   

South Africa’s population is predominantly youthful. Underlying narratives that draw on the 

youthful nature of the population assume that the youth should inspire the reconfiguration of South 

Africa’s social, political, and economic landscape. Such assumptions often ignore the realities that 

young people face. Political parties have failed to deliver on their aspirations.  

This paper seeks to establish why South Africa’s political parties have failed to inspire a social-

political movement that seeks primarily and exclusively to address young people’s needs. Instead, 

the youth have aligned themselves with the political project driven by political parties. This, 

however, has not inspired the formulation of policies to address the challenge of youth exclusion. 

Socio-political changes emanating from this project do not reflect the aspirations of the youth.  

INTRODUCTION 

Political participation takes many forms. It can occur through formal democratic institutions like 

political parties and democratic processes like voting in regular local and national elections 

(Booysen, 2015). Between elections, citizens can engage with the political system and express 

grievances and concerns regarding the functioning of the body politic. These channels of political 

participation are not, and should not be, mutually exclusive. Citizens may participate in voting and 

also opt to engage in political processes by organizing themselves and taking part in civil actions, 

even one’s involving acts of disobedience and protest. Depending on the issues being confronted, 

youth can opt for any or all of these channels.   
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Africa’s population is predominantly youthful. According to a United Nations Programme on 

Youth (UNPY) fact sheet, 70 percent of the population in Africa is under the age of 30 (UN, 2011). 

In South Africa, “In SA close to 40% are youth, i.e. people in the age bracket 14 to 35” (Stats-SA, 

2015). It should be noted that different countries and regions use different age brackets to define 

the youth. In South Africa, the youth are defined as those aged 15-34; and this is the age bracket 

adopted in this paper.  

The uniqueness of Africa’s population demographics has inspired interest in the social 

composition of its constituent countries, as well as their economic potential. African countries have 

diverse political, social, economic, and cultural characteristics. The fact that Africa has a 

particularly youthful population does not reveal much about the socio-political makeup of African 

countries. Underlying narratives that draw on the youthful nature of the population are based on 

the assumption that the youth should inspire the reconfiguration of Africa’s social, political, and 

economic map. Such assumptions often ignore the realities on the ground. There is little evidence 

that social, political, and economic movements across the continent, including sub-Saharan Africa, 

are inspired by or are responsive to the common denominator of a youthful population.  

This paper seeks to establish why South Africa’s significantly youthful population has failed to 

inspire a social movement that seeks primarily or exclusively to address young people’s needs. 

Instead, the youth have on the whole aligned themselves with the political project driven by the 

ruling African National Congress (ANC); this, however, has not inspired the formulation of 

policies to address the challenge of youth exclusion. Socio-political changes emanating from this 

project do not reflect the domination of the youth.  

South Africa does not have a discourse of generational conflict between the youth and the adult 

population groups (Julianna, 2008). Among some of the most documented phenomena is how the 

youth in South Africa played a role in the anti-apartheid movement in the country (Alexander, 

2012). While the youth were seen as being more radical and somehow impatient with the system, 

that has not resulted in a competition for participation between the youth and the adult or elder 

leaders. The same relationship persists in the post-apartheid scenario where the youth is seen as 

radical, but it still submits to the leadership and guidance of adults or elders (Booysen, 2015). 

There is a cultural influence that seems to demand the youth can be radical yet respectful of the 

tried and tested leadership of the adults and the elders in society.      
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The idea that the youth should inspire or be reflected in socio-economic development is latent with 

assumptions about how societies and generations compete for the distribution of resources. It is 

assumed that government institutions are egalitarian and allow for the equitable distribution of 

opportunities across generations. Assumptions relating to the influence of the youth on the body 

politic and about competition for resources need to be teased out. This would reveal whether the 

youth, being a catalyst for social, political, and economic development or change, is dependent on 

the presence of certain types of institutions in society. Conversely, the question can also be framed 

in a manner that seeks to assess the extent to which the demographic domination of the youth has 

a bearing on how institutions respond to competition for, and subsequent distribution of, resources. 

Policy formulation is, therefore, seen as a framework for the distribution of resources and 

opportunities in society.    

It is thus, important to begin by inquiring if there is a typology of youth influence on social, 

economic, and political development. The observation that the youth form a substantial proportion 

of a population should not automatically create the expectation that there will be greater youth-

driven development. Demographics relate very much to the accident of birth and are inadequate in 

explaining socio-economic phenomena. To understand youth participation in South Africa, it is 

necessary to understand the historical experience of the youth in the country.    

CONTEXTUALISING YOUTH POLITICAL PARTICIPATION IN THE SOUTH 

AFRICAN CONTEXT 

Apartheid South Africa did not provide institutional channels for political participation; this played 

a significant role in shaping the youth’s political options regarding shaping political events and 

outcomes (Gordon et al, 2019). The country’s youth were highly politicized during the years of 

resistance from the mid-1970s and became a major thorn in the side of the apartheid regime 

(Gordon et al, 2019). This experience shaped the context for youth participation and also how they 

would relate to institutions post-apartheid. As Julianna (2008) argues, the political context of the 

local environment determines the level of youth participation. However, this is not sufficient to 

inspire mass participation of the youth. Competitive politics, which would increase the level of 

voter turnout among the youth, need also be taken into account.  
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Context, (Julianna, 2008: 419) argues, “matters more for socially based participation, such as 

attending rallies, because such participation requires participants to interact with others”). The fact 

that South African youth were politicized post-1975 in an environment that did not provide 

opportunities for its legitimate participation created a political culture that would lead it after 

apartheid to a volatile relationship with formal institutions of political participation once they 

become available. Julianna (2008: p. 431) states, that “when predicting political behavior, it is 

important for researchers to model the political contexts that individuals experience 

simultaneously and in the past” In the context of the political participation of South African youth, 

this implies that the experience of political exclusion during apartheid would have a direct impact 

on how the youth perceive and interact with institutions of political participation in the future.  

Youth political identity in South Africa is encapsulated in the Soweto Uprising of June 1976. 

Swilling (1998:1) writes that the “The Soweto Uprising also terminated a long period of apparent 

black political quiescence…that began with the banning of the African National Congress (ANC) 

and Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) in 1960 and the brutal repression of the movements 

represented by these organizations during the early 1960s”. The youth rebellion during the 1970s 

created a culture and tradition which would not only render it difficult for them to normalize their 

relationship with institutions of participation and authority after the end of the apartheid era but 

would also result in a situation where youth participation would inevitably take on a rebellious 

form. Voter turnout is only one aspect of political participation by the youth. Another important 

consideration is the nature and level of youth engagement with the political system. These depend 

largely on whether there is competition for resources and how the youth interface with political 

institutions.  

The socio-economic conditions characterizing the youth in post-apartheid South Africa also impact 

how the youth relate to the formal institutions through which political participation can occur. 

Black youth were not empowered to take advantage of formal institutions of political participation. 

The systematic exclusion of the majority of South Africans from the economy and political 

participation during apartheid shaped the “home experience” of the youth. 

The fact that apartheid policies negatively affected the social and economic mobility of black 

people in South Africa has been widely documented (Jansen, 2017).  The current high levels of 

unemployment among the youth reflect the low standard of apartheid education as well as the poor 



5 
 

skill set that defines the majority of the youth. There is a strong correlation between education 

levels and unemployment. In an economy that increasingly demands a high set of technological 

skills, the lower the level of education, the more likely it is that a person will be unemployed. The 

relationship between these two factors is perverse in the South African context because the state 

itself has contributed to this challenge. In areas where unemployment is caused by economic 

factors flowing directly from market relations. Unemployment levels among South African youth 

are staggering and continue to grow nearly two decades after the end of apartheid (Jansen, 2017).  

DISCONTENT -FORMAL AND INFORMAL 

In South Africa where popular protest is on the increase, the youth have opted to express their 

concerns largely outside the formal process of engagement. And this is likely to continue as we 

approach the 2021 local government elections. To participate as Expert Citizens, the youth require 

improved skills and education.  While the situation is not uniform across the region, political 

exclusion remains rampant. In some countries, the youth enjoy better levels of education, allowing 

them to participate through formal institutions and civil society formations.  

However, even where the youth engage in participation in political processes, this does not 

translate into influence on policy formulation. This is because the political party system is not 

competitive and power is usually concentrated among a few elites. Cooptation of the youth into 

the system is an attempt to prevent them from turning against the government. The disjuncture 

between youth participation in formal political processes and the outcomes of such participation 

has inspired the thinking that the youth need to mobilize similarly to those who precipitated the 

Arab Spring, i.e., to revolt against the system.  

While there have been attempts to encourage the youth to participate in politics and the economy, 

their economic exclusion, in the form of high levels of unemployment, has undermined such 

initiatives. South Africa’s National Youth Development Agency is an attempt to provide a formal 

framework to respond to the economic and political exclusion that the youth has suffered. The 

National Youth Development Agency Act (54 of 2008) states that this government-funded agency 

aims to uplift the youth. The Act states, in its preamble, that the establishment of the youth agency 

is in recognition of, “the heroic struggles of generations of the youth to bring about freedom and 

democracy in South Africa”. However, the National Youth Development Agency has not fulfilled 
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its mandate. The agency exhibits partisan tendencies and youth outside of ANC party structures 

have not benefitted from its programs. The primary beneficiaries have been the organization’s 

leaders who have emulated the enrichment practices of their seniors.   

There have been other initiatives aimed at ensuring that the youth are well represented in formal 

state institutions. The Youth Parliament, in which youth from different formations convene in 

parliament to discuss issues that affect them, is an example.  This parliament is not significant in 

that it lacks the political will to allow it to operate meaningfully. In addition, there isn’t any attempt 

to ensure that a representative cross-section of South African youth is given a voice at the Youth 

Parliament. 

The importance of the Youth Parliament is perhaps its symbolic inclusion of the youth in the 

national discourse. Whether that would inspire belief among the youth that formal institutions of 

participation are accessible and open to them is another question.  Millions of young people in 

South Africa are effectively excluded from meaningful participation, and they have pursued other 

means to make their voices heard. Public protests have their roots in the old days of resistance 

against apartheid. It is important to observe how this method is resorted to in post-apartheid South 

Africa and how it impacts the legitimacy of formal institutions of participation.  

The old culture of participation versus new institutions   

Public protests were the most common way of expressing dissent against the apartheid regime. 

This was exemplified in the youth uprising in the 1970s. This type of political participation has a 

distinct political culture that defies formal institutions of authority. The youth defiance during the 

apartheid years would outlive the apartheid system. This culture of participation has endured and 

become a feature of democratic South Africa, where the youth continue to express their 

dissatisfaction with the government by embarking on public protests. These have often taken the 

form of so-called service-delivery protests. Many of these – perhaps in recent years, most - protests 

have involved the use of public violence, the blockading of public roads, sometimes the burning 

of schools and public facilities, like libraries, and even the occasional killing of public officials. In 

turn, the police have of late resorted to the firing on and killing of protesters.  

South Africa has witnessed an escalation in service-delivery protests since 2004 (Kevin & Heese, 

n.d.). These protests are sparked by grievances relating to the lack of basic amenities such as water, 
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electricity, and housing.  The protests often attract unemployed, disgruntled youth.  In 2007, there 

was an average of 8.9 protests per month. This escalated to 19.18 protests per month in 2009 (Jain, 

2010). There were relatively fewer protests in 2011 and 2012 than in 2009 and 2010.  But this 

increased again from 2014 and intensified during the latter days of the Zuma presidency.  

As many commentators and activists now accept, service delivery protests are part of a broader 

‘Rebellion of the Poor’. This rebellion is massive. South Africa can reasonably be described as the 

‘protest capital of the world’ (Bekker, 2021). The grievances that spark protest are usually 

legitimate and apparent. The language of the protests, however, evolves often and rapidly into an 

expression of disregard for institutions of government. In a sense, protests evolve beyond service 

delivery as issues of justice and the inaccessibility of formal government institutions are raised. The 

fact that so many of the youth are unemployed makes them readily available to participate in such 

protests. The protests provide an avenue for the youth to express their political ideals.  

The youth’s disdainful attitude towards formal government institutions is also expressed in their 

large-scale rejection of voting as a mechanism for political participation. A survey by the HSRC 

(2011:31) shows that, in 2010, “young people aged 18-24 … [made] up the lowest share of 

registered voters (51%), but also the highest share that intends to register (75%)”  This suggests 

that, while the youth intend to vote (by registering as voters), this intention could be dampened by 

negative perceptions of the integrity and effectiveness of formal institutions of democracy.  

Education and awareness campaigns could facilitate a point of connection between South African 

youth and formal institutions of participation. Poor educational levels have resulted in the youth 

perceiving public protests as a viable framework for political participation (Oyedemi, 2021). This 

undermines the legitimacy of formal democratic institutions of participation, as well as formal 

institutions with which citizens can lodge complaints.   

The necessary link to establish a harmonious relationship between the youth, who have a strong 

culture of political participation, and the institutions of participation, is missing. The declining 

levels of participation in formal institutions run by the youth coincide with increased public 

protests. Political participation is encouraged by a climate of competitive politics; something 

which many believe is lacking in South Africa.  Where the necessary conditions for participation 

in formal institutions of democracy are not abundant, the legitimacy of such institutions is 
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questioned, with citizens resorting to alternative participation frameworks (Jamieson and van 

Blerk, 2021).  Furthermore, when citizens perceive those formal democratic institutions are unable 

or unwilling to address the pressing social and economic problems encountered in society, as is 

becoming the case in South Africa, democracy runs the risk of being toppled. Under such 

circumstances, the state asserts its authority through the use of force, rather than by exercising 

legitimate authority.       

While some analysts have suggested that South Africa could experience a so-called “Arab Spring”; 

the supposed political inclusion of the youth in this country is sufficient to discourage the youth 

from engaging in such an uprising.  Further, the ANC-led government still enjoys legitimacy, 

largely based on its history as a liberation movement (Tivaringe and Kirshner, 2021). The ANC is 

not seen as an inherently troubled political party, nor is the ANC-led government seen as an 

inherently illegitimate government. This sets South Africa apart from the type of regimes that were 

toppled through Arab Spring-type protests.  

On the other hand, however, the constricted nature of the party-political system and the poor track 

record of internal democracy within political parties render it impossible for the youth to 

meaningfully influence policy formulation (Nkrumah, 2021). This explains why meaningful youth 

participation is possible through disengagement from the current party-political system. As some 

would argue, the youth stand to inspire policy responses if they act outside the formal party 

mechanisms (Bonga, 2021). However, this form of social capital that inspires the youth to 

participate through informal institutions is a challenge rather than an opportunity. With increased 

levels of education and greater economic inclusion, the youth might be able to negotiate 

meaningful channels of inclusion in political processes.   In response to the growing 

disillusionment among the youth with the economy and politics in South Africa, policymakers 

have been working hard to curb expressions of social discontent. 

CONCLUSION 

The high levels of unemployment and low levels of education among South Africa’s youth pose a 

real threat to the country’s political system. While the ruling party and opposition parties are in 

agreement that something has to be done to address this situation, they do not always agree as to 

the most appropriate policy measures. There is a growing realization among political parties in 
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South Africa that the outcome of future elections depends on the stance taken by the increasing 

number of disgruntled, unemployed black youth. The significant influence of the youth on national 

politics might drive policymakers to propose policies that are more sensitive to their plight, 

particularly regarding unemployment. However, the competition for the youth vote may increase 

tensions surrounding youth-related policies as political parties scramble to be seen to be the 

pioneers of effective responses. On the other hand, this tension may give rise to attempts to find 

real solutions to youth unemployment.   

Political participation is a complex phenomenon that takes different forms in different contexts. 

The most desirable form of political participation – and the one that is necessary for stability and 

further democratization – is through formal institutions and processes such as voting and open 

engagement through political parties.  While the youth in South Africa demonstrate high levels of 

political awareness, they are not well equipped to participate in politics through formal institutions. 

This is an area of our participatory democracy that warrants an urgent attention to ensure the youth 

are not disenfranchised from meaningful participation in politics due to lack of political education 

about their engagement through formal institutions. 
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