
With this in mind, Youth Lab, a youth policy 
think tank based in Johannesburg, set out to 
write The South African Youth Manifesto. This 
project aimed to capture the voices of youth 
across all nine provinces in South Africa, 
guided by the question: “If youth in South Africa 
had to write their own election manifesto, what 
would it look like?” The project took the form 
of nine participatory workshops, one in each 
province, and consisted of a range of different 
youth interests, from students at a university, 
to unemployed young people in rural areas, 
to young entrepreneurs in townships. The 
workshops focused on ascertaining the 
level of political knowledge that participants 
had, and then shifted into discussions and 
exercises which sought to unpack the issues 
faced in their communities, as well as their 
proposed solutions. Throughout each of the 
workshops, emphasis was placed on the 
role of youth in bringing to pass some of 

DEMOCRATIC 
SUSTAINABILITY 
& YOUTH
“…the stigma around youth in South Africa 
is that they are foolhardy people, callous and  
disconnected from the things that happen in 
their country, and only require a celebrity 
social media campaign to be persuaded into 
participation. The South African Youth 
Manifesto dispels this notion. Youth in 
South Africa are incredibly connected to the 
challenges their communities face and are 
wholly invested in making things better.”

In the run-up to an election, the manifesto-
making process of political parties is 
particularly interesting in considering the 
role of citizen participation in the political 
processes that frame democracy. Traditionally, 
political parties hold consultative meetings 
with their members, and use the content 
from these meetings to populate their election 
manifesto. In a country where political party 
membership is low (in 2012, the ruling party, 
the African National Congress, stated that 
their membership had reached the one million 
mark)¹, questions ought to be asked about 
the extent to which political party manifestos 
reflect the needs of the people it will represent 
if elected. At a time where youth participation 
is foregrounded across Africa, one must ask 
questions about the ways in which processes 
like these include (or exclude) young people 
and how responsive political parties are to 
their needs and ideas. 
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their proposed solutions, understanding that 
there is a level of active engagement required 
from citizens, whilst waiting for government 
to deliver on their promises. This article will 
discuss a few of the insights gained from the 
process, as well as give an analysis of what 
this could mean for youth participation in the 
upcoming elections in South Africa.

One of the first insights gained from this 
process is the lack of knowledge on the kind 
of electoral system South Africa uses. Only 
14% of the participants said that they knew 
what proportional representation meant, and 
only 29% said that they knew what direct 
representation meant. Transpose this against 
the statistics around contesting elections, 
where 58% of the participants said that they 
would like to run for office, and the picture 
becomes worrisome. So many young people 
in South Africa have political ambitions but 
lack the resources and access to information 
that would equip them with the knowledge of 
the political system they are trying to be a key 
part of. Upon further discussions, participants 
spoke of the merits of direct and proportional 
representation and many expressed 
dissatisfaction at the idea that the South 
African political space is not one that allows 
voters to directly hold leaders accountable, 
but rather, pushes accountability through 
party processes, which are often protective 

of their leaders. There was a rallying call 
from young people in this process to rethink 
the way our democracy is constructed, and 
reconsider modes of operating so that we are 
able to shift towards a democracy that places 
real power in the hands of citizens, rather than 
political parties. 

Some of the other insights that stood out in 
this project were the ways in which young 
people articulated the problems faced in 
their communities. Much of the rhetoric 
around particular socio-economic issues 
like land, corruption and education, often 
focuses on high-level solutions that is often 
divorced from the ways in which people 
experience the effects of these challenges 
in their daily lives. Young people in the SA 
Youth Manifesto articulated their challenges 
in ways that call for us to re-imagine how 
we diagnose the challenges South Africans 
face, and demand that we adopt more 
citizen-centred approaches to policy-making 
processes. Some examples of this include 
the conversation around education. Many 
young people, particularly those who do not 
live in urban areas, expressed the need for 
a review of the way we value and resource 
forms of education that do not result in a 
degree. The emphasis on TVET colleges was 
overwhelming, as so many young people 
said that they would rather study at a TVET 

institution and learn a skill that could help 
them grow their communities and help their 
families, rather than study at a university, get 
a degree, then struggle to find employment, 
as is the case with so many young graduates. 
Young people envisioned an education system 
that not only resources TVET institutions in 
more sustainable, substantial ways, but also 
called for a conversation on value. To them 
merely having access to the institution is 
insufficient if they also live in a society that 
disregards the value of that institution and the 
potential that those graduates have in being 
able to grow the economy. 

Another stand-out discussion was around 
corruption, particularly in the wake of the 
Zondo Commission on State Capture. Young 
people throughout the country expressed 
concern about corruption and understood the 
effect it has on our ability to create livelihoods. 
However the conversation about corruption 
was not about the Guptas or state capture but 
rather focused on the everyday ways in which 
youth and the communities they live in are 
held ransom by corrupt government officials 
who use their positions in these communities 
to withhold opportunities and services, unless 
bribed. This paints a picture that the prevailing 
conversations in newsrooms and in the media 
might not necessarily affect or reflect the 
lives of citizens, and that if there are going 
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to be interventions to stem corruption, then 
they need to be more than commissions of 
enquiry - they need to be community focused 
interventions that help to restore citizens’ faith 
in government and its leaders.

What do all these insights tell us about the 
sentiment from young people about their 
inclusion in politics, and their resulting 
participation in political systems? For starters, 
it tells us that the ways in which political 
parties relate to young people is far removed 
from their reality. Often the stigma around 
youth in South Africa is that they are foolhardy 
people, callous and disconnected from the 
things that happen in their country, and only 
require a celebrity social media campaign to 

be persuaded to participate. The South African 
Youth Manifesto dispels this notion. Youth in 
South Africa are incredibly connected to the 
challenges their communities face and are 
wholly invested in making things better. Of 
course, there are those who are genuinely 
apathetic to citizen participation. However that 
is not a symptom of being young, and is a 
sentiment that cuts across the age spectrum. 
Young people are organising in ways that 
exist outside of electoral processes, but these 
ways are often not given voice and meaning, 
because we exist in a political society which 
has already decided what does and does 
not constitute meaningful participation, and 
we shy away from anything that might differ 
with the norm. Through this project, the 

relationship between power and process 
was often reflected on, as young people 
understand what citizen power means, but 
they also understand that there are processes, 
like elections, that bolster the power of some 
over others. Navigating that relationship has 
proven to be difficult, hence youth have had 
to find ways to exist and politic outside of 
traditional spaces. This, by any measure, 
does not mean that youth are disengaged but 
rather begs us to reconsider how we imagine 
participation in democracy and calls for us to 
return to grassroots work, that places citizen 
needs and ideas as the foundation upon 
which a strong democracy is built.

51

V o l u m e  2 0  N u m b e r  1

J o u r n a l
TRANSFORMER


