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SOUTH AFRICAN YOUTH, DISRUPTIVE
POLITICS, AND APATHY TOWARD
VOTING? South African youth caught in the bind of ‘waithood’
Miché Roberts

At the close of the last voter registration weekend

facilitated by the Independent Electoral Commission

of South Africa (IEC), only 16% of 18 to 19 year olds

eligible to vote registered, alongside 54% of eligible 20
to 29 year olds.

Globally young people have been labelled
as apathetic and uninterested in formal
democratic processes. This is due to the
consistently decreasing levels of youth
voter turnout in elections. While South
Africa has witnessed a similar trend of
declining voter registration and turnout,
young people are far from apathetic.
Rather, they are highly critical of political
leaders and parties who they feel have
ignored their needs and fail to engage with
them in a meaningful manner.
Research was conducted by the Institute
for Security Studies in 2016 to understand
the factors that influence voting among
2 000 young South Africans across all
nine provinces in South Africa (TraceyTemba 2016) and in 2018 on factors
influencing young men and women’s
political engagement in six high protest
communities in Gauteng (Tracey-Temba
2018). The research found that there
are a number of issues that shape their
decision on whether to vote in an election
or not. These include access to and
responsiveness of state institutions, access
to and quality of education, employment
opportunities or the absence thereof and
the prevalence of corruption. As with youth
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globally, South African young people are
increasingly finding alternative modes
of political expression and engagement
useful. This can range from participation
in public protests to social media activism.
This global trend has resulted in new
terminology such as “waithood” and “the
youth-man” (or perhaps more accurately
“youth-person or youth-adult”) which
emerged in particular to describe the
situation confronting young people in North
African and Middle Eastern societies as they
struggled to transition from adolescence to
adulthood. This is according to research
done in 2007 by Diane Singerman who
found that youth unemployment rates in
countries which exceeds the global average
of 13% leaves young people particularly
vulnerable to structural conditions that
generate poverty and limit socio-economic
mobility. Consequently their ability to
achieve stable livelihoods and become
social adults is curtailed leading to a buildup of frustration.
The period in which young people are
trapped in dependency and unable to
become economically active and obtain the
independence expected of becoming an
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adult is termed “waithood.” This condition
has been transcending chronological
age and is solidifying youth not only as
a voting constituency but as a class of
people (youth and adults alike) who have
not achieved the markers of adulthood
such as the ability to earn a living, pay
taxes, and provide for a family. This has
resulted in the emergence of the “youthadult” who is neither a dependent child nor
an independent adult, and who is instead
caught in the curse of waithood due to
unemployment, lack of access to services,
structural inequalities and narrowly
distributed economic opportunities.

ISS research found that arguably the
reason for this decline in young people
registering to vote is that that many young
people are despondent about formal

democratic processes like elections. They
do not see voting as something that brings
about change in their communities. As one
young participant in the research argued:

‘I don't think [voting] is important. I know they

usually say your vote is important [and] it has power

but it hasn't done anything for the youth, to be honest.’
(Female Student, 23, KwaThema).

Research conducted by the Institute for
Security Studies into the factors that
influence young people’s participation in
politics and protests in South Africa found
that many young people do not see the
current political system as providing a way
of overcoming poverty and exclusion from
economic opportunities (Tracey-Temba
2016, 2018). Therefore many do not see
the value of voting and are increasingly
preferring to use public and disruptive
protests to express their frustration with
the situation that denies them achieving
what is expected of those becoming young
adults, in particular a lack of employment,
poor infrastructure and public transport
and high levels of crime and corruption.

The voting
youth-adult
At the close of the last voter registration
weekend facilitated by the Independent
Electoral Commission of South Africa (IEC),
only 16% of 18 and 19 year olds eligible to
vote registered, and a little over half (54%)
of eligible 20 to 29 year olds. This is a
significant decrease in voter registration
compared to the registration statistics
for the 2014 national election. For that
election, 33% of those aged 18 to 19
registered along with 64% of those aged
20 to 29. This reflects a 51.5% decrease
in the registration levels of 18 and 19 year
olds along with a 18.5% decrease in the
registration of 20 to 29 year olds between
2014 and 2019.
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Essentially, the policies of the various
political parties do not resonate easily
with young people. One such example of
the disparity between the views of young
people and the policies of the three main
political parties, i.e. the African National
Congress (ANC), Democratic Alliance (DA),
and the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF),
can be found in the issue of policies on
land expropriation. All three parties have
indicated their intention to expropriate
land with or without compensation
to varying degrees and with varying
caveats. However the young people who
participated in the ISS research which was
conducted across all nine provinces in
2016 and in six high protest communities
in Gauteng in 2018 did not raise land
expropriation as a priority issue of concern.
For them, by far the most important issues
was the unemployment crisis, the impact
of corruption on service delivery in their
communities, lack of access to tertiary
education and the impact of drug abuse
and crime.
While the right to protest is an important
feature of democracy, the importance
of voting in a democracy cannot be
understated. Young people have the
ability to direct the national agenda if
they apply pressure on parties to reflect
their concerns. As it stands, young
people represent 20.1% of the Electoral
Commission’s 2019 registered voter
population. There is therefore a potential
for the youth to pressure political parties
to implement policies that will lead to the
much-needed change that many young
people seek. Such change cannot be
achieved through protest action alone.
The case of the 2011 Arab Spring
provides an important lesson as to how
large scale protests and uprisings do
not necessarily result in structural and
economic improvements to people’s lives.
The unfortunate result for most countries
involved in the Arab Spring was continued
authoritarianism, authoritarian populism,
oppression and instability with millions
of people plunged into further poverty,
heightened crime and no improvement in
socio-economic mobility.

The protesting youth-adult
ISS research highlights that while young
people consider democratic institutions such
as the IEC as legitimate, the high levels of
corruption and self-enrichment by politicians
and state officials has left many young people
feeling cynical.

‘Ja because I think

[politicians] bribe [the IEC].
A political party may come

with R10 million and give
it to them for them to add

ballot papers and they will
take it, its money.’

(Employed Female, 29,
Atteridgeville).

‘Let me say I don’t trust [the

IEC] that much because you
don’t know what happens
when they count the votes
- let’s say I am voting for

ANC or DA. I am not sure if
I am [actually] voting for the
one I want or not. So I don’t
fully trust them .’

(Employed Male, 23,
Actonville).
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At the local level, young people are
arguably identifying protests as a more
viable option to getting their issue
addressed where their confidence in
local government is waning. This is
due to the unresponsiveness of local
leaders such as ward councillors
and community leaders and the
ineffectiveness of local platforms such
as community meetings which young
people often find alienating.
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The 2015 #Fees Must Fall movements
reflected the frustration of tertiary students at
the governing party’s promise to provide free
education made at the dawn of democracy.
The outcome of these often very disruptive
protests resulted in no fee increase for 2016,
the phasing out of Afrikaans as a language of
instruction at the University of Pretoria, and
scrapping of historical debts of students who
were unable to continue their studies. This
outcome indicates the power of young people
and their ability to direct the national agenda
when there is the collective will to do so.
Those aged between 18 and 29 could
fundamentally change the political landscape
if they were effectively mobilised to vote. They
could provide a real threat to any governing
party if it failed to meaningfully address the
challenges plaguing young people such
as unemployment, corruption, access to
education, crime, service delivery and drug and
alcohol abuse.
The lack of engagement in elections is not a
sign of apathy. Young people are very creative
in how they engage with their communities
and society at large. In addition to public and
disruptive protests, they participate in youth
leadership and development programmes
run by NGOs, youth parliaments, community
development programmes, and social media.
The reality is that voting in an election is where
real youth power lies, and can be used as a
point of pressure to extract gains for the youth.

Reflections for the future
‘Protesting is the only language that the government
understands so before [youth] protest they feel like

nobody really listens to them or answers them so the only
thing [leaders] understand is if they protest and that

is when the government will give them the attention.’
(Student Female, 27, Katlehong).
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Despite a lack of trust in political parties and
state institutions and a tendency for young
people to opt out of voting when politicians
and government do not honour their promises,
the only meaningful way to achieve sustained
development is through formal politics. Voting is
the only way to affect large scale political change
and should be recognised as one of a number
of important ways in which to engage politically.
Though protest and other modes of political
engagement are important, young people could
promote substantial change in holding politicians
accountable if they used their vote effectively. As
the 2019 election polls draws near, we need to
be interrogating what can be done to increase
the participation of young people in elections.
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