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INTRODUCTION

This thesis attempts, with the aid of a case study of urban
policy in East London, to elaborate themes of public life
hitherto unexplored in South African political life.

These themes have a particular urgency. Events of the 1990s have
dramatically illustrated that South African political analysis
is at a crossroads. As political scholars, we have yet to
develop adequate explanations for the behaviour of key political
actors, such as F.W. de Klerk; and we are even more in the dark
when we contemplate the immense task of reconstructing the South
African political community on acceptable normative and practical

foundations.

There was some warning, even before 1990, of the inadequacies of
our understanding of politics in South Africa. However, the
theoretical waters have been so muddied that some important
questions have been lost from sight. The overriding theoretical
problem was to account for the strange longevity of the South
African state; and political observers spent much time
investigating issues of race, class and state power.

We believe that the nature of political 1life needs to be
considered from a fresh perspective. As Donald Horowitz

accurately observed, much of the conflict in South Africa is
about what the conflict is about:

‘Whereas in other settings knowledge about a society
can proceed cumulatively, in South African virtually
every interpretive effort involves some return to
first principles, even to first facts. The plethora
of contributions also means that every new
contribution must struggle with nuances of difference
in the understandings of its predecessors. South
Africa is characterized by cognitive dissensus. ’!

! D. Horowitz, A Democratic South Africa? (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1991), p. 2.
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Horowitz’s statement justifies our attempt, in this thesis, to
explore some ‘first principles’. This thesis will explore some
theoretical issues that have not received adequate attention in
the existing literature on South African political history.

Our initial and overriding concern was to explain a series of
unusual historical events, viz. the attempts by white City
Councils during the mid-1980s to reunite the racial sectors of
their cities, despite the extraordinary levels of polarisation
and conflict in South Africa at that time. Cities and towns as
diverse as Cape Town, Port Alfred, East London, Oudtshoorn,
Swellendam, Pietermaritzburg, and Sandton’? began to explore ways
of overcoming racial fragmentation in municipal institutions.
The puzzle was the following: How did local politicians manage
to transcend the prevailing mood of paranoia and stalemate
sufficiently in order to explore adventurous new visions of the
local order, often in the face of express opposition of the
central goverment? This question gave rise to three theoretical
themes.

Why did ordinary people at the local level begin to experiment,
during the mid-1980s, with new definitions of the urban
community? This, in turn, implies a more fundamental question:
Under what circumstances may a dominant and anxious minority,
which has systematically backed into institutional exclusivism,
re-orient itself into a new, inclusive conception of local
community boundaries? These questions will form the background
to our first theme, viz. the dimension of ‘ethical life’ - a
Hegelian concept referring to individuals’ normative definitions
of their identity, subjectivity, and reciprocal rights and
obligations. This problem is theoretically analysed in Chapter
One, where we claim that South Africa’s ‘ethical 1ife’ has always
been deeply controversial and unresolved. In this thésis, we

Some of these events are documented in D. Atkinson,
c : t cipa
i .'v 8 85-198 (Institute of Social and
Economic Research, Rhodes University, 1989, Working
Paper no. 44).
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will explore various South African reponses to the quest for a
coherent ethical 1life, viz. patriarchalism (Chapter Four),
Verwoerdianism (Chapter Seven), and the beginnings of non-

racialism (Chapter Twelve).

A second issue arising from the phenomenon of local-level
negotiation initiatives during the mid-1980s, is the role of
individual choice and innovation in political affairs. In each
city, a significant individual (or a few of them) rose above the
political stalemates and dead-ends of politics in their
particular communities, and began to experiment with new
political ideas. Of course, not all political innovations prove
to be wise ones, as Dr. Verwoerd’s visions have proved.
Nevertheless, it seems that political events cannot be understood
solely as results of socially-defined causes. This leads us to
our second theme, viz. the importance of political judgement in
public life. Furthermore, people’s judgement is often normative,
and crucially concern questions of morals and values. Ordinary
people (and hence politicians) like to consider themselves
morally decent.

In the light of this claim, a central paradox in South African
political life needs to be confronted: How is it possible for
a highly unpopular system of government to be implemented by
people who, like most ordinary people, considered themselves
decent and wanted to be considered in such a way by the people
they administered? The combination of good intentions, moral
concerns and an unjust system of government remains an awkward
problem for political theory. Few studies of government have
attempted to examine the normative imperatives and relationships
which characterise oppressive states.? On closer examination,
we find that the entire universe of political life in oppressive
states is shot through with unexpected ambiguities and ironies.
The ways in which people make sense of their world, and justify
their actions, do not correspond nicely with theorists’ and

A notable exception is Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in
Jerusalem (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977),
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political observers’ preconceptions about rights and wrongs. The
world of public life is a messy and contradictory world of
normative relations between people and between groups of people.
In South Africa, we have failed to understand the moral dynamics
of an oppressive state. For this reason, the analyst or
historian needs to develop certain qualities often lacking in the
existing studies of South African politics - most notably, a
strong sense of irony and pathos. The question of moral and
political judgement is theoretically examined in Chapter Two.

Thus far, we have referred to the normative issues of ethical
life and individual judgement. At this point, it may well create
the impression that social life is largely consensual and benign.
A sceptic may well ask, What about power? For this reason, we
have introduced our third theme, viz. modernity and discipline,
which is discussed at some length in Chapter One. At first
sight, this thesis appears to to downplay substantive issues of
repression, exploitation and coercion in South African public
life. In fact, however, this thesis attempts to explain
repression and coercion in a new way - as situated within the
normative preconceptions of their perpetrators, and as responses
to the dilemmas of modernisation. South African political
history should be understood as taking place against the backdrop
of the overriding problems of modernity, a loose term
encompassing industrialisation, economic development,
urbanisation, individual rights and new forms of collective
action. 1In South Africa, a crucial dimension of the spread of
modernity has been the quest for a viable form of ethical life
compatible with modern norms. This, in turn, has taxed political
actors’ political acumen to no:-mean degree. It has also given
key political actors the incentive - which often bordered on
desperation - to delineate and impose a grid of social categories
on the turmoil and flux of society. As we argue in Chapter One,
the implementation of discipline in any society is a coercive
process, and South Africa has proved no exception.

The reason why modernisation in South Africa has been a
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particularly oppressive experience is because the question of
community boundaries (i.e. ‘ethical 1life’) has remained
fundamentally controversial. Hency any attempt to impose a set
of modern categories (in the past or in the future) is bound to
alienate large sectors of the population. In the light of the
sombre theme of modernity, we should expect further attempts to
discipline the population in any future post-apartheid society -
and this implies that coercion of various forms will remain a
feature of South African life. The local experiments in re-
uniting the cities reflect a particularly euphoric moment in
South African history; but we should not be deceived into
thinking that democracy and non-racialism will obviate the need

for coercion in future.

In this thesis, we attempt to provide a normative approach to
these questions. The author is explicitly motivated by values
and preferences regarding ethical life, and it is claimed that
the establishment of a racially inclusive local community as a
positive value. We also argue that good political judgement
should be recognised and encouraged. Finally, we accept
modernity as ultimately desirable, despite the fact that it
entails disciplinary coercion.

To deal with these three theoretical themes simultaneously has
required some philosophical eclecticism. The argument has
borrowed from at least three main theoretical traditions, viz.
a Hegelian understanding of subjectivity and ethical 1life
(sittlichkeit); a conception of modernity drawn from Michel
Foucault; and an exploration of individual political conduct
informed by Hannah Arendt and by Anglo-Saxon moral theorists such
as Bernard Williams and Stuart Hampshire. Such a theoretical
pot-pourri can only be justified by the fact that the social
reality in South Africa is simply too complex to be squeezed into
one theoretical paradigm.

Furthermore, to explore these theoretical themes, the thesis has
to range along a disconcertingly wide spectrum of abstraction and
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concreteness. At least three different levels of theoretical
abstraction can be discerned. First, in exploring our main
themes of ethical life, political judgement and modernity, we
have to ask fundamental philosophical questions about human
meaning, value and epistemology. This is done in Chapters One
and Two. Chapter Three examines the existing historical and
political literature in South Africa against the foil of our
three themes. The powerful influence of the revisionist or
‘radical’ school of historiography in South Africa is examined,
partly in order to point out its weaknesses, and partly to
indicate some tentative indications of a fresh approach to be

found in various authors’ work.

Second, in the light of these questions, we attempt to elucidate
three specific historical solutions to the question of ‘ethical’
life in South Africa. In Chapter Four, we consider the
‘patriarchal order’ which characterised cities such as East
London until and during the 1950s; in Chapter Seven we explore
the utopian visions of Dr. H.F. Verwoerd; and in Chapter Twelve,
we describe the notion of ‘strong democracy’ as a form of ethical
life.

A third level of inquiry is empirically concrete, and attempts
to illustrate our three themes in the context of public life in
South African cities. Drawing on the example of East London (c.
1950~1986), we have presented detailed vignettes of individuals
and events as recorded in obscure municipal documents. Only by
drawing the unarticulated world views of ordinary people from
within the interstices of their everyday language can we explore
how they conceive of their community, their own identity, and
their political life; and only by looking at their concrete
actions can we understand and evaluate the quality of their
political judgement. These historical illustrations of our
themes can be found in Chapter Five (the relationship between
white local authorities and the ‘Native Advisory Boards’
representing urban African communities), Chapter Six (the East
London City Council’s attempt to introduce municipal beer
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brewing), Chapter Eight (the planning of Mdantsane as part of the
Verwoerdian vision of ethical 1life), Chapter Nine (the
administrative attempts to implement influx control in East
London), Chapter Ten (the impact of the Department of Bantu
Administration and Development on race relations in East London),
and Chapter Eleven (the effect of the Eastern Cape Administration
Board on East London). The last chapter explores the rise of
‘strong democracy’ during 1985-6 in East London.

East London’s attempt to negotiate its way out of its local
political stalemate was highly symbolic, for it represented an
attempt at developing a local polity on the basis of formal
equality, democratic participation, and a racially inclusive
ethical life. As such, it was a new beginning, and a triumph for
the creative human will. It also indicated how much work is left
to do in South Africa, in order to achieve a viable political
order. In the postscript, we will summarise our argument in this .
thesis, and illustrate how recent political debates in South
Africa have taken East London’s achievements further.



PART ONE

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES
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CHAPTER ONE

TOWARDS A NEW THEORETICAL APPROACH:
COMMUNIT ETHICAL LIFE AND MOD ITY

The problem of finding a viable conception of community and
citizenship haunts South African politics - a problem that has
afflicted our cities with extraordinary severity. In this
thesis, we will offer a normative interpretation of the problemn,
with the ultimate intention of exploring ways in which meaningful
civic bonds can be instituted in South African cities in the
1990s. The thesis will, therefore, be value-~laden in two senses:
it will analyse history and politics from the perspective of the
values of social actors, and it will postulate a better form of
urban political life than any of those which have been attempted
during the last four decades.

In the next two chapters, we will distinguish between two
normative dimensions of human experience, viz. the concept of
‘ethical 1life’, which refers to the social constitution of
people’s identity within shared communities; and the concept of
political morality, which refers to individual choice, judgement
and responsibility.

In this chapter, we will argue that community boundaries are
vital to maintain a sense of community and ethical life. In some
situations, however, such boundaries become vague and confusing,
giving rise to deep existential anxiety. The process of
‘modernisation’, which includes phenomena such as
industrialisation, urbanisation and demographic shifts,
undermined traditional kinds of communal boundaries. In South .
Africa, however, the imposition of modern forms of ‘discipline’

(in Michel Foucault’s sense) has often foundered on the inability
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to determine new social categories appropriate to modernity. The
search for communal identity has therefore become an overriding
priority in South African politics since the turn of the century.

In the next chapter, we will argue that individual moral choices
only make sense in relation to a backdrop of community life. The
confusion regarding the nature of political community in South
Africa has produced, and in turn been produced by, weak moral and
political judgement on the part of individual political actors.
This thesis will attempt to account for the distressing
suffering, callousness, and betrayals of the apartheid era,
without resorting to arguments of bad faith or bad motive.
Instead, we will attempt to provide the theoretical means to
evaluate the quality of political actors’ moral choices by
placing them squarely within the traumatic social and existential
context in which they had to operate. This chapter will argue
that the cities were led towards their disastrous fate, not
primarily due to the cynical or selfish goals of political
actors, but due to unresolved questions regarding communities
and ethical life.

A, The limits of ‘interests’ in explaining meaning

To 'produce a meaningful understanding of community and identity
in the context of South African political analysis, it is
necessary to revise thoroughly the realist and functionalist
emphasis on ‘interests’ as an explanatory device.

In political and social life, people’s motives are extremely
complex and diverse. The public world cannot be reduced to
private material interests.! As Hannah Arendt noted, politics
is not intrinsically degrading and corrupting. People engage in
politics for many different reasons, ranging from enjoyment,
novelty, conformity, thrill and self-fulfilment, to the pursuit
of power or morally-defined goals. For Arendt, the world of

! Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (New York:

Doubleday Anchor Books, 1959), p. 48.
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public affairs is often intrinsically satisfying and valuable to
those who participate in it, and she criticised Western political
philosophy for neglecting this. Arendt’s points are summed up
by Bhiku Parekh:

‘Many areas of inquiry have received insufficient attention
at the hands of political philosophers; for example, the
nature of opinion, the way it is formed and mediated, the
nature and structure of political judgement, the structure
and dynamics of political action, the nature of political
argument, the logic of persuasion, the nature and forms of
political consciousness, the way men define, perceive and
interpret political reality, the manner in which a group of
men develop and define their collective identity, the basis
of a community ‘s individuality, the manner in which a
political agent defines his public identity, the way a
political community appropriates its past, projects its
future and conceptualizes its historical continuity, and
the nature and structure of political language’.?

Ideas and ideologies cannot be reduced to interests:

‘' The most subtle ideologies are not merely
accommodations to greed, or to the simplest needs of
people, though. They must solve the problems of
existence, of the meaning of life, of the meaning of
the social order ...’}

The quest for the ‘meaning of the social order’ is a fundamental
part of human interaction, including political activity. The
world of intersubjectivity, of people’s conscious interactions
with others, cannot be explained in terms of a more ‘profound’
ontological level. Reality simply is what is experienced, and
politics only makes sense in terms of people’s own experiences.
For Hannah Arendt, social existence should be understood
phenomenologically:

2 B. Parekh, Hanna endt and the Searc or a New
Political philosophy (London: Macmillan, 1981), p. 54.
3 P. Du Preez, The Politics of Identjty: Ideology and

%ge Human Image (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980), p.
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‘[T]he human sense of reality is intersubjectively
derived, that our sensations and perceptions are
inherently fragile and require intersubjective
corroboration ... [W]e acquire the capacity to think
by engaging in a dialogue with others, and ... each
of us 1is epistemologically and ontologically
dependent upon the organized presence of others’.*

Hence political activity itself helps to define people’s
individuality, identity, and their place amongst their peers.

Political activities are forms of human sociability; hence they
do not only make sense in terms of their consequences, but also
as important expressions of inter-subjective meaning. For Arendt,
the entire Marxist tradition avoided the issue by 3judging
political actions solely in terms of their consequences, rather
than the character, political principles and the virtuosity of

the actors involved.’

An indispensable part of human sociability is moral life. All
human actions are intrinsically moral and normative, not because
we judge them to be virtuous (they often are not), but because
they always take place within a social framework of meaning and
notions of justice (the only exceptions are the actions of
psychopaths). All normal social conduct is structured by rules,
and by notions of rights, obligations and appropriateness. ‘All
properly social relations are moral and customary’.® Even the
Marxist concept of ‘relations of production’ inevitably includes
normative concerns:

‘It is quite impossible to define (relations of
production) except in terms of the claims which men
make upon one another and recognize - except in terms
of admitted rights and obligations. Where there are
such rights and obligations, there are accepted rules
of conduct, rules which require and forbid and are
supported by sanctions; there are, in the broad sense

4 B. Parekh, Hannah Arendt (1981), pp. 3-4.
s B. Parekh, Hannah Arendt (1981), p. 43.

6 J. Plamenatz, Man and Socjety (Vol. 2) (London:
Longman, 1963), p. 283.
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of the word, laws’.’

It is worth emphasising that it is quite possible to discuss the
morality and normativeness of social actions without thereby
expressing approval of themn. Questions of the normative
dimension of action should be distinguished from virtue in human
conduct. To say that all actions are intrinsically normative
means that they take place within a social framework of meaning

and notions of justice.

For our purposes, it is necessary to attempt to disentangle the
concept of ‘normative political conduct’. Following Hegel, we
can distinguish two normative dimensions 1in society, viz.
‘ethical life’ and ‘morality’. The former refers to the social
and normative constitution of persons’ identities; the latter
refers to individual choice and responsibility in specific
situations. We will discuss these in turn.

B. i id i ethical life

The importance for people of achieving a satisfactory sense of
identity and communal belonging cannot be overstated. People
engage in politics, not simply to satisfy material interests, but
because they need to clarify, defend or change prevailing social
categories, rights and obligations:

‘People experience themselves - in their various
transactions - and naturally take this experience to
show what human beings are ... (T)hey derive a
general view of human identity and passionately
defend this view because the questioning of it leads
to anxiety ...’%

Individual identity is created and refined by the categories in

7 J. Plamenatz, Man and Socjety (Vol. 2) (1963), p. 281.
8 P. du Preez, The Politics of Identity (1980), pp. 48

and 66.
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which people find themselves, and with which they identify.
Identities are not simply attached to people; they are normative
roles without which people find it impossible to conceptualise
themselves and others. The maintenance of social identity always
involves the interaction of people with their fellow citizens as
they judge and classify one another:

‘Identity is not maintained in isolation. Identities
exist in systems of relations ... which maintain each
other. When we examine any system of identities,
their reciprocal definition becomes obvious.
Masculine identity has its particular meaning in
relation to feminine identity; black to white;
Protestant to Catholic; proletarian to bourgeois’.’

The problem of defining and maintaining a sense of identity also
forms much of the substance of politics:

‘Politics ces is centrally concerned with
maintaining or imposing an identity system. It is
concerned with the consolidation of interlocking

symbols which give a sense of integrity and
continuity to action’.!

In the political sphere, these identities are debated, expressed
and implemented in public law. 1In the sphere of public affairs,
‘men hope for the exchange of symbols of acceptance and

admiration while searching for confirmation of what they are’.!

The notion of community is fundamental to our sense of identity.

For Anthony Cohen, ‘Community is that entity to which one

P. du Preez, The Poljtics of Identity (1980), p. 3.
P. du Preez, The Politics of Identjty (1980), pp. 2-3.

10

11

P. du Preez, The Politics of Identity (1980), p. 3.
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belongs, greater than kinship but more immediately than the
abstraction we call "society"’.!? It is the arena in which
people acquire their most profound and substantial experience of
social 1life outside the confines of the home. ‘Community,
therefore, is where one learns and continues to practice how to

"be social" ’.B

Oour experience as members of a community has an inescapably
normative dimension. An important component of Hegel’s notion
of ethical life (Sittlichkeit) is that persons are constituted
by their recognition of one another gua persons.!* People cannot
be abstracted from society; it is through social involvement
that they become recognisably human. This view implies the
rejection of the fiction of the isolated and self-sufficient
individual. Inter-subjective meaning and sociability is central
in the constitution of ethical life. Common life is an ongoing
affair, and our fulfilment of our obligations sustains it."
Communities are deeply permeated with shared moral

preconceptions. ‘Ethical life’ involves morality and custom, the

12 A.P. Cohen, The Symbolic Construction of Community
(London: Tavistock, 1985), p. 15.

13 A. P. Cohen, e Symb Construction of Communit
(1985), p. 15.

" It should be noted that the term ‘ethical 1life’ here
bears little resemblance with the notion of ‘code of
ethics’. 1In the rubric of the latter it is possible
to act unethically; in our usage, all social
behaviour is, perforce, ‘ethical’ in that it is
meaningful within a context of social rules, rights
and obligations.

s C. Taylor, Hegel and Modern Society, (Cambridge
University Press, 1979), p. 83.
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diffuse patterns of social obligations and decencies, including
‘absolute prohibitions, elementary decencies, the recognition of
a plurality of prohibitions which do not all serve a single

purpose’ .16 The rituals, good manners and social mores of a

society help to define more abstract principles of political
morality." It is in this sense, then, that we can talk of
‘ethical communities’. It is only in terms of a backdrop of
ethical life, i.e. our experience as constituted members of a
specific community, that our individual moral choices make

sense.!®

Stuart Hampshire uses the vague phrase ‘way of life’ to describe
communities’ shared sense of proper conduct.? People’s
community life determines what they experience as moral or
immoral behaviour. Responding to others in a morally appropriate
way means that the exercise of virtues such as sympathy,
benevolence, gratitude and forgiveness is not only dictated by
abstract notions of duty or virtue, but is often a direct,

affective response to the specific interests and needs of other

16 Stuart Hampshire, ‘Morality and Pessimism’, in S.

Hampshire (ed), Public and Private Morality (Cambridge

University Press, 1978), p. 15.

17 Stuart Hampshire, ‘Public and private morality’, in s.

Hampshire, Public and Prjvate Morality (1978), p. 26.

This discussion is based on Paul Stern, ‘On the
relatign between rational autonomy and ethical
community: Hegel’s critique of Kantian morality’, in

Praxis Internatjonal (vol. 9, no. 3, 1989).

19 S. Hampshire, ‘Morality and Pessimism’, in s.

Hampshire (ed), Public and Private Morality (1978),

p. 12.

18



18
people with whom people identify.” For Hegel, moral principles
spring from a comprehension of a network of socially necessary
relationships that comprise ethical life.? Moral development
is only possible within the context of an ethically structured
community, defined as a system of laws, customs and institutions

constituting a unified public order:

‘Each society, each generation within it, and in the
last resort, each reflective individual, accepts, and
amends, an established morality expressed in rituals
and manners, and in explicit prohibitions; and he
will do this, in determining what kind of person he
aspires to be and what are the necessary features of
a degirable and admirable way of life as he conceives
it’.

Social manners often play an important part in the constitution

of social morality:

‘Our patterns of behaviour, from infancy onwards, are
permeated by explicitly learnt, and by imitated,
rituals and set forms of address in more or less
finely discriminated social situations and family
situations. There is a large overlapping, even in
modern societies, between the claims of good manners
and moral claims’.?

Both morals and manners are often fully internalised as stable
dispositions ‘which 1lead, effortlessly and immediately, to
reasonable conduct and to reasonable assessments of situations
demanding action, and to making the assessments without too much

20 P. Stern, ‘On the relation between rational autonomy

and ethical community’ (1989), p. 239.

2z P. Stern, ‘On the relationship between rational
autonomy and ethical community’ (1989), pp. 242-3.

S. Hampshire, ‘Morality and Pessimism’ (1978), p. 19.

B gé Hampshire, ‘Public and private morality’ (1978), p.
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brooding and effort’.*

The normal patterns of interaction between individuals (and
between categoriés of individuals) are thoroughly permeated by
notions of propriety, decency and morality. It is simply not
possible to distinguish, in any tidy way, between that which
people consider proper and that which they consider morally
right. Well-entrenched patterns of social interaction simply
‘feel right’ to social actors, and any contrary actions will be
experienced as socially offensive, hurtful, disturbing, and/or

morally wrong.

A particularly important dimension of a moral community is its
shared sense of appropriate rights and obligations. People’s
understanding of their rights and obligations is central to their
understanding of what it is to be a person and a citizen. A
consciousness of rights (whether these are equal or unequal
rights) pervades any society, and helps to define people’s sense
of appropriate, proper and just relationships and actions.

This view implies a rejection of the notion of ‘natural rights’.
People’s social and political rights are given substance by the
inter-subjective context in which they find themselves.
Individuals are not discrete social entities, holding certain
human rights as part of their human nature.”® In Stern’s words,
‘the well-structured social whole ... provides the axis of
reference for all legitimate rights and obligations that may be

x S. Hampshire, ‘Public and private morality’ (1978), p.
27. The same point is made, with reference to South
Africa, by R. M. Hare, who distinguishes between
‘critical’ and ‘intuitive’ moral thinking (‘Liberty,
equality and fraternity in South Africa’, in P.
Collins, inki about  Sout frica, London:
Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1990, , p. 55).

¥ M. Frost, Towards a Normatijve Theorv o ternationa

Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1986), pp. 162-3.
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imposed upon the individual’.® A person has rights to the
extent that he or she can make claims for a certain kind of
recognition from other persons, within certain social
arrangements. Rights and institutions imply one another, a view
which ‘aims to bring to light the internal connections between
being an individual rights holder of a particular kind and being
a member of a certain kind of social or political institution,
where both the rights and the institution are conceived of as

being components of a wider practice’.?

The recognition of rights is extraordinarily pervasive, despite
social and institutional inequalities. Only in the extreme case
of total slavery, where the slave is reduced from a person to an
object, without will or humanity, can it be said that a person
in a community has no rights at all. Even highly unequal
societies usually recognize the right to life of those at the
bottom of the social ladder (Nazism was an exception). A
condition of total rightlessness is not easy to achieve; as
Genovese has shown, in his study of the slave society of the
American South, the mere recognition amongst slave-holders that
their slaves were indeed human, implied the obligation to
recognise at least the slaves’ right to life.Z®

To understand a community’s ethical life, therefore, we should
adopt a hermeneutic method. We need to understand its entire
weltanschauung, including the conception of rights and
obligations which are held to be meaningful in that particular
community. In the words of Paul Stern, we must start from a
‘reconstruction of the shared conceptions of citizenship and of

2 P. Stern, ‘On the relation between rational autonomy
and ethical community’ (1989), p. 242.

7 M. Frost, Towards a Normative Theory of International
Relations (1986), p. 165.

E. Genovese, 1 ordan : W Slaves
Made (New York: Vintage Books, 1976), pp. 28-30.
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social co-operation...’.? Mervyn Frost has made the same

point:

‘Thus the task for normative theory becomes the one of
showing how we as individuals are constituted as such
through our participation in a particular set of
social, economic and political institutions which in
turn are grounded in our adherence to certain norms.
What we are called upon to do is to stand back from
the multiple institutions in which we live in order to
show how each contributes to the kind of individuality
we value ...’%,

The constitutive theory of community, rights and individuality
also has implications for our understanding of the state. The
state should now be studied as a hermeneutic, socially-
constructed whole; it is a short-hand term for the myriad
complex ways in which private citizens and government officials
participate in maintaining, evaluating, challenging, and changing
patterns of community and authority. In the very process of
government actors implementing policies, they are making sense
of themselves, their role, and the rights of citizens. They are
constituting others, and being constituted in turn. The ‘state’
is a collective noun for a myriad relationships of recognition,
a process, a constant activity. 1In this thesis, therefore, the
study of the changing conceptions of the ‘community’ in South
Africa will attempt to show how different sectors of the local
and central government have ‘stated’ their relationship with
civil society.

» P. Stern, ‘On the relatin between rational autonomy
and ethical community’, p. 245. For this reason, it
is simply inappropriate to evaluate the political
ethics of historical actors with some abstractly
derived system of universalistic morality - a tendency
whigh implicitly informs much of revisionist and post-
revisionist writing in South Africa.

30 M. Frost, Towards a Normative Theory of International
Relatjons (1986), p. 167.
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C. The importance of community boundaries

For Anthony Cohen, the notion of -‘community’ suggests that
members of a groﬁp of people have something in common with each
other, which distinguishes them in a significant way from the
members of other groups. ‘Community’ thus implies simultaneously
both similarity and difference.?® This sense of discrimination
is embodied in people’s intuitive sense of community boundaries.
Boundaries are marked because communities interact in some way
with other entities from which they are, or wish to be,
distinguished. Such boundaries could include national or
administrative boundaries, or may be enshrined in law. Some
boundaries are physical, such as a mountain range or an ocean.
Some may be racial, linguistic or religious. But boundaries are
not all totally objective. Some components of any boundaries
exist in the minds of their beholders; they convey meanings to
people. Hence boundaries are symbolic, and often have a great
deal of emotional content:

‘[T]hey refer to an entity, a reality, invested with
all the sentiment attached to kinship, friendship,
neighbouring, rivalry, familiarity, jealousy, as they
inform the social process of everyday life. At this
level, community cos hinges crucially on
consciousness’.%

Community boundaries are crucial to human existential meaning,
since they allow us to have a sense of belonging. Furthermore,
people go to great lengths to preserve the sense of order and
coherence which proper community boundaries confer. For example,
people experience political challenges not simply as a challenge

to their own material welfare, but to their entire sense of
meaning:

A%

-+ When we see individuals defending an ideology it

3 A. P. Cohen, e lc Const i ties
(1985), p. 12.
2 A.P. Cohen, e i onstructio

ni
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is often because they believe that the alternative is
chaos, an undoing of themselves as persons, the
annihilation of their identity. They preserve the
practices of their society because these preserve
their identity’.®

Where the boundaries between communities are diffuse and
contested, the social dimensions of morality may well contribute
to anxieties, misconceptions and conflicts. If a social setting
contains various sub-communities, differentially integrated with
one another, it is quite possible that different conceptions of
social manners and decency allow people to misinterpret each
others’ moral standards and motives, thereby giving moral offence

to one another.

It is tempting to ask, at this point, how we can explain the
emergence of certain community boundaries as opposed to others.
What causes a certain group of people to feel themselves
sufficiently similar to constitute a community? It appears that
no final causal explanation will ever account for community
sentiments, as all causal factors will invariably be mediated by
people’s sense of meaning. Our explanation, therefore, will
hinge crucially on what people understand their own community
life as such to be. For some people, their experience of
community 1life 1leads them to wunderstand ‘normal’ social
interaction as close and intimate; other people, in contrast,
feel more comfortable with more individualistic, privatistic and
universalistic linkages with their fellow men. In some cases,
a group of people have a strong sense of group identity, and
easily recognise an outsider, and rights are differentially
applied to insiders and outsiders; in other cases, the
boundaries are more porous and the system of rights and
obligations applies evenly to all residents. This does not mean
that exclusivist groups wish to reciprocate the liberal ethical

life; and this could be a cause for conflict over communal
boundaries.

n

P. du Preez, The Politics of Identity (1980), p. 48.
Emphasis added.
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Such different conceptions of community 1life often produce
different conceptions of moral conduct and choice, along a
continuum of ‘openness’ and ‘closure’.* At the one extreme,
very open (or ﬁniversalist) forms of ethical 1life tend to
postulate moral claims that apply to all people, whatever their
local affiliations. In such situations, moral laws are said to
hold without (much) distinction of persons. People accustomed
to a more universalistic type of ethical life tend to downplay
special treatment of people because they have different social
characteristics. 1In Western society, these values are generally
expressed under the rubric of ‘liberalism’.¥ This does not mean
that ‘liberal’ societies do not have a sense of boundaries - they
invariably do. But their experience of community bonds tends to
allow a greater degree of individual private space, and hence it
is easier to apply universalistic principles to people who they
feel to be different.

In contrast, ‘closed’ systems of morality emphasise intimate
social bonds within a particular community. Such social bonds
tend to counteract deviance, and people with different social
habits find 1little place in such a form of ethical life. In such
communities, the very thought of including such people may arouse
hostility, revulsion and even horror.% From a relatively
‘closed’ understanding of ethical life, morality is first and
foremost an affair internal to a particular community rather than
a phenomenon covering the whole of mankind. ‘Hence the virtues

I am adapting the arqument of W. H. Walsh, ‘Open and
closed morglity', in B. Parekh and R. N. Berki (eds),

t olitics (London: George Allen &
Unwin), 1972.

3 W. H. Walsh, ‘Open and closed morality’ (1972), p. 20-
l.

For example, the Afrikaans appellates ‘Oom’ and
‘Tannie’ denote very intimate terms of respect. It is
unthinkable for Afrikaans people to use such terms for
black people, or even for whites of another culture.
The terms ‘Oom’ and ‘Tannie’ denote more than respect

for elgers; they also imply a shared awareness of a
community boundary.
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on which [closed moral systems] insist are in the first instance
communal virtues, and the vices they seek to avoid are modes of
conduct which would disrupt social life as such’.¥

For adherents of both ‘open’ and ‘closed’ forms of ethical life,
the importance of viable moral communities, with which social
actors genuinely identify, cannot be overstated. A problem
arises, however, in conditions of rapid economic and social
change. This chapter will explore the ambiguities regarding
ethical life and community bonds which have plagued South African
politics throughout this century. It will be argued that the
problems of colonialism, together with rapid economic development
and urbanisation have prevented the emergence of a shared
understanding of ethical life in South Africa generally, and in
the cities in particular. For this purpose, some of the insights
of Michel Foucault will be employed.

E. Modernity, power, and the problem of ‘socjal
discipline’

In this thesis, the term ‘modernity’ will be used to denote
various loosely-associated processes such as technological
development, industrialisation, individualism, market forces,
urbanisation, and the growth of large-scale organisation. These
social changes were important, because they contributed to the
chronic dilemma of community which has characterised South
African politics in the 20th Century.

Modernity does not only involve ‘objective’ social changes. It
is also a way of social interaction, which entails new forms of
ethical life. In a modern society, individuals are constituted
by new kinds of social rights, obligations and social
recognition. As Michel Foucault has recognised, modernity
involves a new form of individuality and subjectivity. This
constituting cannot be done without the subjection of people to

W.H. Walsh, ‘Open and closed morality’ (1972), p. 19.
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‘disciplinary’ forms of social interaction. ‘Discipline’
simultaneously refers to forms of social control and to types of
organised knowledge, which inform those patterns of control.
People are moulded into ‘normal’ individuals as opposed to
‘abnormal’, ‘delinquent’ or ‘deviant’ problem cases.® Whereas
our discussion of community solidarity and ethical 1life
interpreted the phenomenon of social order as the consensual (and
perhaps rather deceptively benign) process of human interaction,
we now need to analyse human association within key constraining

and coercive dimensions of social life.

Foucault’s notion of ‘discipline’ is centrally concerned with
power relations. However, it is an understanding of power which
differs crucially from the repressive notion of power which has
generally prevailed in Anglo-Saxon social theory. Instead of the
conventional ‘uni-linear’ conception of power as a form of
domination exerted by one actor on another®, Foucault emphasises
‘productive power:

‘... If power were never anything but repressive, if
it never did anything but to say no, do you really
think one would be brought to obey it? What makes
power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the
fact that it doesn’t only weigh on us a force that
says no, but that it traverses and produces things, it
induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces
discourse...’.¥®

Modern individuals have new kinds of desire and behaviour. Hence
they do not have to be constrained by the will of a sovereign or

38 D.C. Hoy, ‘Introduction’, in D.C. Hoy (ed), Foucault:

A Critical Reader (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), pp.
12-13. Foucault’s claim is a radical one, for it
postulates that there is no transcendental ‘human
nature’ or ‘self’.

¥ Which is the essence of the three definitions of power

discussed in Steven Lukes, ower: dica iew
(London: Macmillan, 1974).

40 M. Foucault, extract from Power/Knowledge, in P.
Rablngw (ed), The oucault Re r (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1984), p. 61.
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a dictator. Through learning certain disciplines, such as the
disciplines of organised bodily movements, of the employment of
time, of ordered 1living and working space, the individual
‘interiorises’ a modern identity.* This identity is reinforced
in all the various modern institutions such as the barracks, the
hospitals, the schools, and the factories. ‘The dominated co-
operate in their subordination. They often come to interiorize
the norms of the common activity; they go willingly’.? 1In
fact, modern individuals often feel that they are enhancing their
own freedom when they subject themselves to coercion and
constraint - when they visit their psychologist, for example, or
when they enrol for examinations at universities. For such
activities, repression is not necessary in order to secure
conformity. Like the convict who ultimately ‘loves his warder
... because he is gentle and sympathetic’®, well-socialised
modern individuals identify with and respect their
disciplinarians.

Significantly, such forms of subjectivity have a normative
component. In the name of humanity, humanist reformers since the
18th Century set about diagnosing and improving society’s ills
and shaping the character of individuals. These reforms were
produced by the new forms of technical, social and political
inquiry since the 18th Century. New knowledge of historical,
geographic and demographic conditions became part of a thorough
and rigorous system of administration.

In punishing crimes, for example, new forms of ‘humane’
punishment were developed in order to simultaneously redress the
wrong done to society and bring the offender back to his rightful

4 C. Taylor, ‘Foucault on freedom and truth’, in D.C.
Hoy (ed), Foucault (1986), p- 77.

42 C. Taylor, ‘Foucault on freedom and truth’ (1986), p.

84.

M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish (New York: Vintage

Books, 1979), p. 238.
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and useful place in society.® The individual would discover ‘in
the depths of his conscience the voice of good; solitary work
would then become not only an apprenticeship, but also an
exercise in spiritual conversion; it would rearrange not only
the complex interests proper to homo oeconomicus, but also the
imperatives of the moral subject’.® Both the body and the soul

were to be transformed.

The spirit of discipline produces individual docility: ‘A body
is docile that may be subjected, used, transformed and improved;.
Although it is not the first time in history that human bodies
have received such attention, there are at least four radically
new aspects to these ‘techniques of docility’ as they manifest
themselves in modernity. First, there is the scale of control:
‘It was a question not of treating the body, e asse,
"wholesale", as if it were an indissociable unity, but of working
it "retail", individually’.% The scale of dicipline is vast;
it includes all members of a society, and reaches deeply into
their private habits. A modern community is a community of
distinct individuals.

Second, one of the main aspects of disciplinary order is the
categorisation of individuals into compartments:

‘...All the authorities exercising individual control
funtion according to a double mode; that of binary
division and branding (mad - sane; dangerous - harmless;
normal - abnormal); and that of coercive assignment, of
differential distribution (who he is; where he must be;
how he is to be characterized; how he is to be recognised;

H.L. Dreyfus and P. Rabinow, ucault: eyon

Structuralism and Hermeneutics (University of Chicago
Press, 1983), p. 148.

45 M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish (Vintage Books,

1979), as quoted in H.L. Dreyfus and P. Rabinow,

Michel Foucault (1983), p. 151.

M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish (New York: Vintage,
1979), p. 137.
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how a constant surveillance is to be exercised over
him)...¥

Third, discipline implies surveillance, ‘an uninterrupted,
constant coercion, supervising the process of the activity rather
than the result’.® Administrators and disciplinarians in
schools, hospitals and army barracks typically pay meticulous,
total and continuous attention to the movements, gestures, and

attitudes of each individual.

Fourth, in contrast to the repressive, ‘uni-linear’ conception
of power, discipline is mutual. Discipline is co-operative as
well as coercive, and depends on the participation of everyone,
including the 1lowliest member of society. Inmates in
institutions observe and evaluate each other; they also evaluate
those who are placed in authority:

‘[I]ts functioning is that of a network of relations
from top to bottom, but also to a certain extent from
bottom to top and laterally; this network "holds" the
whole together and traverses it in its entirety with
effects of power that derive from one another;
supervisors, perpetually supervised ... This enables
the disciplinary power to be both absolutely
indiscreet, since it is everywhere and always alert,
since by its very principle it leaves no zone of shade
and constantly supervises the very individuals who are
entrusted with the task of supervising’.¥

This view of power relations is very important. It implies that
power is ‘decentered’ in society. Subjugation is not something
imposed on one class by another; it increasingly permeates and
characterises all aspects of society.®

a7 M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish (1979), p. 199.
8 M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish (1979), p. 137.
® M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish (1979), p. 177.

(Emphasis added).

50 D.C. Hoy, ‘Power, repression, progress: Foucault,
Lukes and the Frankfurt School’, in D.C. Hoy, Foucault
(19§6), p. 131. It should be noted that Foucault’s
notion of ‘decentered power’ is far from clear.
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From these four principles of individualisation, categorisation
and surveillance and mutuality, several practical policies

follow.

They will only be briefly recounted here, as they will

be elaborated on more fully in a later chapter:

Discipline requires ‘enclosure’. Hence distinct
locales are established, in which the
participants/inmates can be supervised with the
greatest efficiency and economy. Examples are
‘barracks, boarding schools, manufacturing

spaces’’!;

The most advanced form of disciplinary enclosure
is the architectural device of ‘Panopticism’. a
Panopticon is a structure consisting of a
circular building forming a periphery. 1In the
middle is a tower with windows, from which a
supervisor can observe the entire periphery. The
circular periphery is divided into cells or
components, in which individuals (pupils,
patients, soldiers or convicts) can be placed,
all perfectly visible to the supervisor, but not
(fully) visible to one another®;

51

52

Charles Taylor, for example, argues that it is
incoherent (‘Foucault on freedom and truth’, in D.C.

Hoy, Ibid, pp. 86-7.).
M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish (1979), p. 141.

M. Foucault, Discjpline and Punish (1979), p. 200.
This structure need not be physically represented in
architecture, but merely notional: the classroom, the
hospital ward and the parade ground have the same
effect of separating out individuals, and displaying
them to the evaluative gaze of the teacher, nurse,
sergeant or warder. Furthermore, if inmates are
physically visible to one another, they tend to
participate in the surveillance and judgement of one
another, becoming the omnipresent eyes and ears of the
supervisors. Of course, the supervisors always retain
for themselves certain key information regarding each
inmate; and this serves to render each inmate more
visible to the supervisor than he could ever be to his
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3. There is an emphasis on ranking and evaluation.
Individuals are categorised according to age,
performance, behaviour and other measurable
criteria. This is often reflected in statistics,
lists, tables and cross-tabulated 1lines and
columns, and individuality may well be reduced to
‘the point at which a 1line and a column

intersect’™;

4. Documentary records assume great importance.
Individuals are situated within a ‘network of
writing: it engages them in a whole mass of

documents that capture and fix them’%;

5. Discipline requires constant examinations: ‘It
is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance that makes
it possible to qualify, to classify and to

punish’ %

Exploring the reasons for the emergence of disciplinary controls
is a vast enterprise that cannot be attempted here.’® For our
purposes, we can trace the emergence of disciplinary reforms in
South Africa to a pervasive anxiety about disorder on the part
of officialdom. This is not an unusual phenomenon. In periods
of rapid social change, established social institutions and
patterns of behaviour lose their cogency; older forms of
authority and self-restraint begin to disappear, and population

fellows.

53 M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish (1979), p. 145-8.
54 M. Foucault, Discipline and Punigh (1979), p. 189-90.
55 M. Foucault, Discipline and Punjsh (1979), p. 184.

Foucault, for example, attempts to associate the
development of ‘discipline’ with the rise of the
bourgeoisie, due to the need to protect property
against crime and to increase productivity (Discipline
and Punish, 1979, pp. 84-5, 218).
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shifts create new and unanticipated concentrations of people.
In Foucault’s words, ‘Behind the disciplinary mechanism can be
read the haunting memory of contagions, of the plague, of
rebellions, crimés, vagabondage, desertions, people who appear
and disappear, live and die in disorder’.’ oOfficials and social
reformers feel the need to ‘provide a hold over this whole
mobile, swarming mass, by dissipating the confusion of illegality

and evil’ .

The urge to categorise people is an indispensable component of

the disciplinary urge:

‘[D]iscipline fixes; it arrests or regulates
movements; it clears up confusion; it dissipates
compact groupings of individuals wandering about the
country in unpredictable ways; it establishes
calculated distributions’.%

For our purposes, we should regard officials’ urge to impose
social categories as an entirely normal response to the sense of
social disintegration. While discipline often appears arrogant
in its implementation, it stems from ordinary people’s
existential anxiety about community coherence in their society.
As such, then, ‘discipline’ is an entirely appropriate social
- accompaniment to the technological and demographic trends of
modernity.%®

The fundamental problem with the development of discipline in
South Africa is not its coercive character. For one thing,
discipline is not purely coercive, for it also involves a co-

57 M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish (1979), p. 198.

% M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish (1979), p. 144.
% M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish (1979), p. 219.
60

Tpis view goes beyond Foucault, who is generally
highly critical of discipline as a form of social
order. He tends to portray it as a forceful and even
savage imposition on defenceless victims, and
curiously implies that it is morally suspect (C.
Taylor, ‘Foucault on freedom and truth’, 1986, p. 91).
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operative re-definition of the moral subject; for another, the
use of widespread coercion is a normal part of modernity. The
process of modernisation involves painful processes of
establishing new forms of moral communities. Rather, the problem
with the imposition of discipline in South Africa lies elsewhere,
viz. that there have been no boundaries, categories or
classications that are obviously and a priori appropriate to the
imposition of discipline. The fatal flaw in official attempts
to develop disciplinary patterns in South African society has
been the inability to reach consensus, between elites and between
different constituencies, on appropriate lines of difference,
partitioning, enclosure and rank for South African society.
Throughout our history, a Western sector has been superimposed
on other cultural systems. In South Africa, with its neo-
colonial heritage, the existential confusion has gone much deeper
than in Europe. Furthermore, the boundaries of the nation-state
are very recent. South Africa in the 20th Century has consisted
of a bewildering combination of languages, cultures, classes,
degrees of urbanisation, and modes of acculturation to the rising
giant of capitalism. The processes of modernisation were
constantly bedevilled by the fundamental lack of clarity
regarding the proper ‘categories’ which would constitute the
urban community.

These social cleavages bedevilled the universal application of
disciplinary techniques by both governmental and non-governmental
agencies. At the heart of the issue has been a normative
problem, viz. to delineate new forms of identity, subjectivity,
ethical life and community boundaries which would,
simultaneously, satisfy the imperatives of discipline and
modernity, as well as be morally meaningful to members of
society. This has proved almost impossible to achieve in South
Africa. Established communal solidarities have broken up,
collided with new and unfamiliar communal patterns, and been
interpreted and re-interpreted by political leaders. Not
surprisingly, this has led to severe existential anxiety - a
problem which still haunts every aspect of South African politics
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in the 1990s.

This, in turn, has produced various dogmatic political responses:
Communities with a relatively ‘closed’ understanding of ethical
life experience more anxiety when community boundaries become
fluid than those accustomed to a greater degree of individualism
and privacy. In the South African case, Afrikaner nationalists,
with their experience of intimate community life, have displayed
a particularly severe degree of anxiety about establishing
appropriate community boundaries.

These difficulties were especially marked in the cities, which
faced rapid growth and changing social structures. The history
of South African cities can be regarded as the history of
attempts by the local and central realms of public affairs to
resolve the ambiguities of local community membership, with all
the complex questions of rights and moral conduct that this
entails. The problem was amplified because sub-communities in
urban contexts have not been totally isolated from one another.
A substantial degree of acculturation and friction (between
ethnic or political cultures) has taken place at various points
along the boundaries separating these sub-communities from one
another. Some boundaries have systematically become more porous,
allowing individuals from each side to gradually absorb some of
the norms and standards of decency of the other. Other
boundaries have become rigid and inflexible. Because of this,
the notion of the ‘ethical community’ becomes very complex in
practice.

In response, some perspectives (such as that of white
patriarchalists), tended towards more ‘open’ and inclusive forms
of community; while others (such as Verwoerdianism), postulated
more ‘closed’ and intimate community bonds. The Verwoerdians’
self-defined problem was to define the urban community in such
a way as to exclude blacks, and yet include some notions of human
moral decency. During the 1970s, the Verwoerdian officials in
government agencies desperately attempted to reconstruct the
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urban order, but achieved the paradoxical response of stimulating
several new and incompatible conceptions of the city - ranging
from populism and liberalism to technicism and militarism. Even
in the 1990s, tﬁe concept of a coherent and broadly legitimate
urban citizenship remains as elusive as ever.

Co usio

The South African experience can be posed as a problem of
deriving appropriate boundaries for ethical communities,
especially due to its rapid experience of modernisation. In the
process, the identity of individuals, and their appropriate
relations with one another, have constantly been controversial.
Consequently, attempts to define ‘community’ were central to
various state policies.

In the final chapter, we will return to the questions raised in
this chapter. We will argue that East London’s experience of
local negotiations in 1986 was extremely important, since it
implicitly began to forge a viable new conception of community
and urban citizenship. The idea of ethical life implicit in
those momentous events was one that recognised that individuals
are not motivated by interests alone; that they need
relationships with their peers in order to enjoy meaningful
rights and obligations; and that communal relationships and
civic bonds are not a priori constructions, but are the products
of experience and interaction. We will also develop the notion
of ‘strong democracy’, and argue that the events of 1986
approximated this form of political action. Furthermore, our
analysis of the history of East London will be unashamedly value-
laden, for we will present the 1986 negotiations as a most
fruitful and promising response to East London'’s need for
meaningful community bonds and effective social discipline. As
such, this thesis can be considered primarily to be a normative
treatise on political and ethical ljfe.

However, a full appreciation of the normative dimension of
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political life cannot remain at the level of social constructs
alone. The post-1950 history of local government in East London
repeatedly illustrates the role of specific individual actors,
who shaped eventé, more or less deliberately, in ways that were
not socially determined. To complement our analysis of
community, ethical life and social discipline, the next chapter
will concern questions of individual political judgement and
moral responsibility.
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C T (0]
MOD SATION AND DIL S_OF Mo CHOIC

In the previous chapter, we considered the profound ambiguities
in South African community life, brought about by modernisation,
cultural difference, and the country’s colonial history. It was
argued that human beings need, as a condition for being truly
human, a coherent understanding of their identity in relation to
one another. People are not motivated only by material and
acquisitive interests; they also have social needs, such as

recognition, approval, and social solidarity.

In contrast to the ethical life of a community, morality is a
question of individual conscience. We have moral obligations to
do the right thing. Such obligations exist, not by virtue of our
being part of a larger community life, but because we have
individual rational wills.!

This chapter will attempt to relate the larger social concerns
of ethical life to the problem of individual choice. 1In this
way, we hope to avoid a deterministic account of human behaviour,
and thereby to sustain a conception of human freedom, dignity and
moral responsibility. As the rest of the thesis will show, the
travail of the cities in South Africa was not only the result of
the impersonal forces of modernisation, but also of individuals’
responses to the moral dilemmas they faced.

A. P i choi r ilemmas

Political morality is centrally concerned with moral choice.
Because the moral alternative is often not self-evident, social
actors have to make up their own minds, using their own
information and moral sensibilities.

! C. Taylor, Hegel and Modern Socijety (Cambridge
University Press, 1979), p. 83.
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CHAPTER_TWO
0 SATION AND DIL S OF MORAL CHOICE

In the previous chapter, we considered the profound ambiguities
in South African community life, brought about by modernisation,
cultural difference, and the country’s colonial history. It was
argued that human beings need, as a condition for being truly
human, a coherent understanding of their identity in relation to
one another. People are not motivated only by material and
acquisitive interests; they also have social needs, such as

recognition, approval, and social solidarity.

In contrast to the ethical life of a community, morality is a
question of individual conscience. We have moral obligations to
do the right thing. Such obligations exist, not by virtue of our
being part of a larger community life, but because we have
individual rational wills.!

This chapter will attempt to relate the larger social concerns
of ethical life to the problem of individual choice. 1In this
way, we hope to avoid a deterministic account of human behaviour,
and thereby to sustain a conception of human freedom, dignity and
moral responsibility. As the rest of the thesis will show, the
travail of the cities in South Africa was not only the result of
the impersonal forces of modernisation, but also of individuals’
responses to the moral dilemmas they faced.

A. i chojices a o ile

Political morality is centrally concerned with moral choice.
Because the moral alternative is often not self-evident, social
actors have to make up their own minds, using their own
information and moral sensibilities.

1 C. Taylor, Hegel and Modern Society (Cambridge
University Press, 1979), p. 83.
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This problem is partly caused by the opaqueness of our situation.
Reality, as social actors experience it, often does not clearly
indicate the right choice. It is not always clear how moral
principles should be applied to practical realities. Practical
problems yield themselves to very different interpretations?:
Robbing a man of what legally belongs to him is usually not
deemed morally acceptable; but taking from the rich to give to
the poor may well be.’

Furthermore, moral claims sometimes come into conflict with one

another:

‘It 1is typical and essential, not marginal and
accidental, that moral reasoning should be concerned
with such conflicts. Unavoidable conflict of
principles of conduct, and not a harmony of purposes,
is the ftuff of morality, as we ordinarily experience
it ...’%

Such situations are especially prevalent in politics, and Michael
Oakeshott depicted politics as ‘a boundless sea [where] there is
neither harbor nor shelter nor floor for anchorage, neither
starting-point nor appointed destination, [and where] the
enterprise is to keep afloat on an even keel’.® 1In the moral
murkiness of political life, actors are often torn between the
claims entailed by effectiveness in action, and the moral claims
derived from the ideals of scrupulous honesty and integrity.
Such choices may well appear when political actors (especially
officials) have to choose whether to acquiesce to an unpalatable

2 W.H. Walsh, ‘Open and closed morality’, in B. Parekh

and R.N. Berki (ed), The Morality of Politics (London:
George Allen & Unwin, 1972), p. 27.

W. H. Walsh, ‘Open and closed morality’ (1972), p. 27.

S. Hampshire, ‘Public and private morality’ (1978), p.
42.

M. Oakeshott, Rationalism jin Politics (New York: Basic
Books, 1962), p. 127; quoted in B. Barber, Strong
Democracy: Participatory Poljtics for a New Age
{ggrkeley: University of California Press, 1984), p
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measure originating elsewhere in government, usually on a higher

level.

The possibility of moral dilemmas implies that we should reject
social determinism as a theoretical perspective which tends to
absolve social actors from moral responsibility. This point is
important, in order to temper our sociologistic inclinations
towards causal analysis. We need to recognise and evaluate
cases of moral judgement and moral abdication.® We expect people
to be aware of moral choices, and to make meaningful moral
decisions. In fact, as Stuart Hampshire notes, the moral
dilemmas of everyday life are a precondition for any form of true
moral grandeur, on occasions when ordinary individuals extend
themselves, showing ‘leaps of the imagination, moments of insight
... which will lead to transformations of experience and to new
moral ambitions and to new enjoyments of living’.” On the other
hand, people’s choices can also indicate moral paralysis and even
betrayal. There is no guarantee that individuals will live up
to the moral demands made of them.

At this stage of our argument, a provisional evaluation of
political conduct may well involve the simple concept of
‘decency’. Decent political conduct requires a constant
awareness of moral principle, and crucially, some reluctance to
break such principles. As Williams emphasised, ‘only those who
are reluctant or disinclined to do the morally disagreeable when
it is really necessary have much chance of not doing it when it

For example, we may be tempted to argue that political
actors’ breaches of morality must be excused on
account of their deprived background, intellectual
isolation, etc. While it is crucial that their social
circumstances be taken into account, we should also
;ecognise that political decisions almost invariably
involve moral choices.

S. Hampshire, ‘Public and private morality’ (1978), p.
53.
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is not necessary’.? Such a reluctance, refers to a genuine
disquiet when taking decisions that have moral costs, and an
active sense of moral costs and moral limits.’ Deciding when the
ends justify the means is one of the hardest lines to draw in
public policy, and it is often only the individual actor’s
conscience that stands between moral reluctance and total

ruthlessness:

‘If results were the only basis for public morality
then it would be possible to Jjustify anything,
including torture and massacre, in the service of
sufficiently large interests ... [However], the
strongest constraints of individual morality will
continue to limit what can be publicly justified even
by extremely powerful consequentialist reasons’.!?

In the light of this approach, we will argue, for example, that
East London’s patriarchal city fathers during the 1950s tended
to be more sensitive to the moral dimensions of their actions,
at least partly because they were in closer emotional and
geographical proximity to their subjects. In contrast, the
bureaucratic edifices created by the Verwoerdians were directed
towards the achievement of overriding utopian goals, which
tempted them to resort to extremist methods. Furthermore, their
distance from local people tended to blind them to the suffering
caused by their policies. Human decency can only flourish where
people have genuine knowledge of one another.

8 B. Williams, ‘Politics and moral character’, in s.
Hampshire (ed), Public and Private Morality (Cambridge

University Press, 1978), p. 64.

9 B. Williams, ‘Politics and moral character’ (1978),
pp. 65 and 69.

10 T. Nagel, ‘Ruthlessness in public 1life’, in s.
Hampshire (ed), Public and Prjivate Morality,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), p. 89.
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We do not need to ascribe the failure of urban policies to
cynicism or moral bad faith.! Instead, decision-makers’
organisational environment can be interpreted as a main cause of
weak moral insight. The patriarchal city fathers found
themselves floundering in a highly ambiguous urban ethical order;
while the Verwoerdians had to impose a coercive bureaucratic
apparatus due to their complete misunderstanding of the dynamics
of - modernity. The following sections will elaborate on the
constraints on moral judgement, viz. the effect of ethical life
on individual moral decisions; the need for political
seriousness about interests and power; and the problem of moral
dilemmas or ‘dirty hands’. Later chapters will continue this
line of enquiry by showing how, in the case of East London, local
leaders were increasingly overwhelmed by the constraints on their
moral consciousness, and the importance of their moral revival
during the 1980s.

B. Moral choice against the background of ethical life

However, individuals also do not make moral choices in a vacuun.
They are influenced by the forms of ethical life which sustain
communal relationships. Individuals’ moral choices are usually
part of a ‘way of life’, or a typical way in which the community
deals with moral problems.

In this regard, we can usefully distinguish between two broad
styles of political morality, viz. moderation and extremism in
political morality. Moderation and extremism are different forms
of moral commitment. At stake is the relationship between means
and ends in political conduct. Moderation is the acceptance of
moral limits in the choice of means to achieve a political end,

n It could be argued, for example, that Verwoerdianism

was cynically directed at removing the black franchise
in order to entrench white power. Such arguments
deserve further investigation. For the purposes of
this thesis, however, we will reject arguments based
on cynicism, and attempt to illustrate that the
complexities of practical politics often led to poor
moral vision and a lack of insight.
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and is usually evident in communities where values such as
individual 1life, 1liberty and property are highly valued.

Furthermore, because of such values, moderation often implies an
awareness of a plurality of possible and reasonable ends, and an
awareness of the plurality and mutual limitation of ends.
Moderates usually do not regard existing society as wholly
negative; their actions are characterized by caution and a
special regard for those features of existing society that still

appear to have merit.?

Extremism, in contrast, is usually the practical consequence of
an agent’s fastening on one single, overriding end, together with
the willingness to use exceptional means to achieve it.!? An
extremist is an activist who looks upon his desired end as the
sole and total remedy of all the ills and defects at present
disfiguring his society.™ The most extravagant form of
extremism is utopianism, in which the ultimate Common Good is so
profound that it may justify the use of extreme measures to

achieve it."

The distinction between moderation and extremism can play a
useful role in analysing the political morality of different
actors in concrete contexts, as our study of East London will
attempt to show. For example, the patriarchal city fathers of
the 1950s can be described as ‘moderates’, with an a priori
preference for compromise and reconciliation between the

12 R.N. Berki, ‘The distinction between moderation and
extremism’, in B. Parekh and R.N. Berki (eds), The

Moraljty of Politics (London: George Allen & Unwin,
1972), p. 74.

13 R.N. Berki, ‘The distinction between moderation and
extremism’ (1972), p. 69.

4 R.N. Berki, ‘The distinction between moderation and
extremism’ (1972), p. 74.

15 It may be_noted that neither moderation nor extremism
has 4 _priori superior moral worth. Any Jjudgement
concerning their merits is a complex matter which
cannot be addressed here.
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interests and preferences of various parties; the Verwoerdians,
in contrast, felt a sense of mission, with definite and one-sided
commitments to achieving ultimate social end-states.

These ‘styles of morality’ can often be related to the form of
ethical life to which they are accustomed and which they consider
to be preferable. Choices between different moral styles, such
as moderation and extremism, are not trivial, for they do not
merely involve abstract reasoning. Individuals’ styles of moral
conduct arise from dense personal experience, as a consequence
of a person’s particular conditions of 1life, and of his
philosophical beliefs. There is a sense, then, that ethical life
and individual morality overlap. To some extent, people’s moral
intuition is guided by their personal and social history:

‘[Their] commitment may emerge from prolonged
reflection and from a review of philosophical,
religious, political and scientific beliefs; and yet
the final intuitions of the right way, as it seems,
may be very incompletely explained’.!®

This dimension of political morality is very important for our
analysis, for it will form an important backdrop to different,
and competing, visions of the city in South Africa. These
visions often implicitly contained different styles of political
morality, with different conceptions of legitimate means and
desirable ends. Disputes between specific concrete courses of
action invariably involved implicit understandings of a moral way
of life, in terms of which such specific actions made cognitive
and moral sense.

It is worth noting that the quality of political morality is
often affected by the atmosphere within formal institutions or
organisations. All organisations involve shared dispositions and

16 S. Hampshire, ‘Public and private morality’ (1978), p.

48.
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mutual expectations.'’ The institutional constraints on
political and governmental actors have consequences for people’s
moral sensibility. The more closed an institution becomes vis-a-
vis its environment, the more chance there is that it develops
its own ‘ethical life’ in miniature, replete with a sense of
identity, rights, and obligations." This can have important
consequences in political life. Institutions may so encapsulate
their members that they become shielded from some of the
consequences of their actions. Also, official roles tend to
justify actions which would be impermissible from the point of
view of individual morality':

‘[T]he ability to say that one is only following
orders or doing one’s job or meeting one’s
responsibilities, the sense that one is the agent of
vast impersonal forces or the servant of institutions
larger than any individual - all these ideas form a
heady and sometimes corrupting brew’.?

Within a certain ‘bureaucratic culture’ in governmental or
political organisations, a certain style of political morality
develops; for example, some organisations will take the moral
quality of political means as seriously as they take the
achievement of political ends, while other institutions may
favour one or the other. Institutions involve, in Williams’
words, ‘patterns of sentiment and reaction’:

‘In a body of persons considering a practical question, it
essentially involves their shared dispositions and their
mutual expectations - what considerations can be heard,
what kinds of hesitation or qualification or obstacle it is

17 Bernard Williams, ‘Politics and moral character’, in

S. Hampshire (ed), Ibid., p. 64.
18 This issue is pursued more fully in our discussion of
the Department of Bantu Administration and Development
(see Chapter 10).

19 T. Nagel, ‘Ruthlessness in public life’ (1978), p. 79.

T. Nagel, ‘Ruthlessness in public life’ (1978), p. 7s6.
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appropriate or effective to mention’.?

In the South African context, the powerful bureaucracies which
developed in the field of urban African administration after the
1950s produced a certain calibre of moral judgement.

C. itjca erious s d jav ijan co

One important dimension in moral choices in politics is that of
Machiavellianism® - a phenomenon which entails three claims.
First, public policy often involves greater responsibility than
private actions, because it has more far-reaching consequences.
Second, the occasional use of force or other unpalatable methods
is a normal part of government. According to Machiavelli,
ruthlessness, deceit, guile, the breaking of promises, and
violence, are all to some extent normal in political affairs.
Public policies, according to this view, are rightly judged by
their consequences, and not by the intrinsic quality of the acts
involved in their execution. Success is measured in terms of
continuing power, prosperity, high national spirit and political

survival.?

We need to recognise that a certain degree of Machiavellian
calculation is appropriate in politics. In politics, there is
a professional (and in itself perfectly proper) commitment to
staying in power or to gain power.?* Machiavelli offers a
valuable reminder that public affairs are centrally concerned

with the successful implementation of policy. Political actors

u B. Williams, ‘Politics and moral character’ (1978), p.

64.

2 S. Hampshire, ‘Public and private morality’ (1978), p.
49,

B S. Hampshire, ‘Public and private morality’ (1978), p.
49,

%

B. Williams, ‘Politics and moral character’ (1978), p.
68.
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may rightly believe, in certain circumstances, that the end
justifies the means. Stuart Hampshire has also argued for the

importance of ‘political seriousness’:

‘In addition to moral seriousness in justice and
fairness to individuals, in 1love and friendship,
constituting the sphere of private life, there is also
political seriousness, seriousness in the use of
power; and this requires higher priority for some
duties and correiPonding virtues and lower priority
for refinements’.

We should recognise that the realm of public affairs has certain
qualities of its own, which must be recognised and appreciated.
According to Bernard Williams, ‘if politics is to exist as an
activity at all, some moral considerations must be expected to
get out of its way’?; Machiavelli argued that rulers should
learn not to be good; and Sartre raised the possibility that it
is not possible to govern both well and innocently.? It should,
however, be noted that the more extremist forms of political
morality tend to have a greater predilection for resorting to
Machiavellian means. This will be of some significance in our

discussion of Verwoerdian utopianism in later chapters.

Machiavelli’s third claim is that the notion of ‘political
interests’ is certainly an indispensable theoretical tool in
political analysis. Political actors are reasonably required to
protect the interests of those they represent, whether they be
fellow party members, a social group, or fellow citizens. As
we noted in the previous chapter, certain communities are more
‘closed’ than others, and therefore make more specific and
uncompromising demands on their leaders. In situations of social
change and disarray, poli