
DEMOCRACY CONFERENCE 

T: 'he meaning of civil society 
and its implications for a 
potential democracy were 

debated by University of Cape 
Town political scientist Prof 
Andre du Toit, Mr Wynand 
Milan (former Democratic Party 
leader), Methodist Church 
Bishop Peter Storey, Mr Mark 
Swilling of Planact and Soviet 
historian Prof Appollon David
son. 

Setting the scene, Du Toit 
defined civil society as the social 
formations which were relatively 
independent from and outside of 
the state. It was, however, also an 
approach to democratisation 
which focused on the role of 
associations and churches, that 
is, all aspects of civilian life out
side direct politics. 

It was not enough, suggested 
Du Toit, to democratise the 
"political kingdom", all other 
aspects of social life had to be 
included too. 

Neither should democratisa
tion be confused with the free 
marketeer approach where pri
vatisation was the cure-all This 
led to a situation where authori
tarianism became privatised and 
civil society was left to the mercy 
of giant privately controlled cor
porations and the whim of the 
market. 

Du Toit cautioned that follow
ing the resurgence of civil society 
in the anti-apartheid struggle 
there was the danger that these 
groups were so rooted in the lib
eration movement that thev con-
verged with political society and took the 
form of a "state-in-waiting". 

The key to a strong civil society, he sug
gested, was diversity, tolerance and plural
ism. 

Developing on the earlier definition, Mark 
Swilling suggested that civil society was the 
realm where citizens voluntarily associated 
with each other in fields not directly consti
tuted by the state. He stressed, however, that 
civil society was "by no means" intrinsically 
democratic. "It could be dominated by 
extremely anti-democratic forces such as 
nationalism, capitalism, contrived collec
tivism or even global informationism". 

He said civil society should not 
necessarily be seen as an adversary of the 
state where civil society stood for freedom 
and the state for coercion. It was possible 
though, that civil society might at some stage 

Civil society: 
more than being 
nice to each other 

SWILLING: civil society should not be equated 
with democracy 

DU TOIT; democratising me "political kingdom" 
not enough. 

need to be protected from the state. 
"A strong state is necessary for a civil soci

ety and strong civil society is necessary for a 
strong state... There is a difference between 
a strong state and a dictatorial state," 

to civilians to be ever vigilant of 
politicians and those in posi
tions of power 

Quoting Winston Churchill, 
he said democracy was the 
worst form of government -
except for all the others. It might 
not be perfect, but it was the 
least harmful way of doing 
things. 

"Democracy is a state of 
mind, the internalisation of a set 
of values... It is not dressed-up, 
it isn't romantic, it is realistic. It 
is aware of human fallibility and 
nobility. Democrats prefer their 
emperors without clothes 
because that way they can see 
what they're doing with Iheir 
hands!" 
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T •here was no neat formula for ensuring 
a democratic society, rather. Swilling 
suggested, the greatest threat to 

democracy was certainty. 
"Civil society is a messy, miserable place 

to live. It is not a panacea. Civil society is 
how people cope with how they live. Civil 
society is simply a code word, not necessar
ily even a concept. It must not be seen as an 
entity in itself nor should it be equated with 
democracy." 

In what was probably the most entertain
ing address of the day Peter Storey appealed 

n a stinging attack on politi
cians (to which Van Zyl Slab
ber! later reacted reminding 

the audience that politicians 
were babies once and that soci
eties got the politicians they 
deserved!), Storey said the track 
record of almost all politicians 
was uniformly poor 

"Democracy will not be sus-
tained in the corridors of power; 
that is most likely where it will 
be suffocated* Nor should 
one trust the party political 
milieu...it is the ultimate of 
manipulation," 

He said the process of politics 
was more important to society's 
well-being than the product. The 
means needed to be discussed as 
much as the ends because there 
could be no undemocratic road 
to a democratic society. 

Sketching the parallels between Souih 
African society and that of the Soviet Union, 
Appollon Davidson said he had very little 
experience of democracy although his 
knowledge of totalitarianism was brilliant! 

The levels of intolerance in South African 
society laid a better foundation for Stalinism 
than democracy. Similarly the multi-ethnic 
nature of the society and its isolation from 
the rest of the world were factors mitigating 
against the development of a strong, demo
cratic civil society. 

Just as Russian farmers differed from 
American farmers in their attitudes and 
approaches, so the mentality of South 
Africans should be understood and consid
ered when identifying obstacles in the way 
of and steps towards a democratic society, he 
said. J 


