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There are d if f erent  op in ions regard ing t he o r ig ins and  t he m odern ro le of  t rad it ional leaders and  

t he inst it u t ion of  t rad it ional leadership  as a w hole. Tw o d ist inct  perspect ives com e f r om  t w o 

schools of  t hought  and  t end  t o  dom inat e t he debat e. The t w o schools are t hat  o f  dem ocrat ic p rag-

m at ism , and  t hat  o f  organ ic dem ocracy. 

 

The dem ocrat ic p ragm at ist s def ine dem ocracy and  hum an r ight s f r om  a liberal t rad it ion  and  p r ior i-

t ises t he r ight s o f  t he ind ividual hum an being t o  choice and  f reed om . Under p inn ing t h is def in it ion  

is usually a ref erence t o  t he Const it u t ion w hose core t hem e is r ealisat ion of  dem ocracy and  p rot ec-

t ion of  hum an r ight s. Trad it ional leadership  t heref ore, get s scrut in ised  against  it s com pat ib ilit y  

w it h  dem ocrat ic governance. 

 

Sit ho le and  Mbele (2008) cit ed  in  George (2010) not e t hat  t he core argum ent s m ade by t he d em oc-

rat ic p ragm at ist s are: 

Trad it ional leadership  as a syst em  t hat  allow s f or  inher it ance of  leadership  is incom pat ib le 

w it h  dem ocracy; 

Trad it ional leadership  should  be becom ing ext inct , but  it  cont inues t o  t hr ive, because t he lo-

cal governm ent  inst it u t ion ‟s changes in  rural areas are lagging behind . The reason f or  t h is 

paradox is t hat  governm en t  suppor t  f or  t rad it ional leadership  is in  cont rad ict ion w it h  local 

dem ocracy; and  

Desp it e t he cu lt ural relat iv ism  of  t hose w ho suppor t  t rad it ional leadership , t he ob ject ives and  

rat ional p r incip les of  dem ocracy dem and  t hat  t he st at e ensures access t o  dem ocracy as a 

com m od it y t o  w h ich all peop le ar e en t it led . 

 

In  b r ief , t he p r oponent s of  t he dem ocrat ic p r agm at ism  school o f  t hought  believe t hat  t rad it ional 

leadership  should  not  be sust ained  in  a po lit ical dem ocracy, as it  cont rad ict s t he core values of  

f reedom  o f  choice. 

 

Then t here is a school o f  o rganic d em ocracy. Proponen t s of  t h is see t rad it ional leadership  as a d if -

f erent , ef f ect ive and  grassroot s dem ocracy, w hich is not  necessar ily a „com prom ise or  cont rad ic-

t ion of  dem ocracy‟ (George, 2010:4). Their  view  is t hat  t rad it ional leadersh ip  can exist  in  a m ore le-

g it im at e set t ing of  m oder n dem ocracy t hat  suppor t s developm ent  and  good  gover nance. The or -

ganic dem ocrat s see t rad it ional leadership  as a syst em  of  governance t hat  f u lf ils d iverse develop -

m ent s and  governance needs of  t he peop le. 

 

Scholars f rom  t h is school o f  t hought  generally argue t hat : 

Desp it e t he abuse of  pow er  and  t he m anipulat ion o f  t rad it ional leaders by t he apar t heid  re-

g im e, t rad it ional leadership  as a f orm  of  governance p redat es t h is and  has persist ed  over  t he 

governance p ract ice based  on st at e dem ocracy in  Af r ica. There has never  been a t im e since 

European co lon ialism  w hen t rad it ional leadership  d isap peared . Inst ead  o f  it  being d isest ab -

lished  as p rop osed  by t he dem ocrat ic p ragm at ist s, i t  needs t o  be caref u lly analysed . This 

w ould  ensure t hat  t hr ough t h is new  revolut ion, t he inst it u t ion o f  t rad it ional leadership  can  
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em erge st ronger  and  rem ain app rop r iat e t o  w ork ef f ect ively w it h  t he t hree spheres of  gov-

ernm ent  t o  im pr ove t he lives of  t he peop le. The locat ion o f  t rad it ional leadership  w it h in  

com m unit ies b ot h physically and  cu lt urally serves a specif ic un ique purp ose t hat  peop le 

need . Th is is over  and  above t he o f t en pat er nalist ically exp ressed  view  on t he ef f iciency in  

m any rural com m unit ies – a gap  t hat  t rad it ional leaders are seen  t o  b r idge. 

Trad it ional leadership  should  per haps be seen as an alt ernat ive f o rm  o f  dem ocracy t hat  

p laces less em p hasis on  how  governance com es in t o being, but  m ore em phasis on  t he rat ion-

alisat ion of  just ice based  on cu lt ural -m oral p r incip les, and  exp ressed  hum an f eeling, all o f  

w hich w ill be under  vigorous negot iat ion on a case-by-case social-issue basis. Trad it ional lead -

ersh ip  requires a f acilit at ory dem ocracy m ore f ocused  on issues t han r ig id  governance p r oc-

esses (Sit ho le and  Mbele, 2008:11). 

 

In  sum m ary, t he p rop onent s of  organic dem ocracy do not  argue against  t he need  t o  dem ocrat ise 

t rad it ional leadership , but  con t est  t he basic assum pt ion t hat  t rad it ional leadership  is f undam en-

t ally undem ocrat ic in  t he f irst  inst ance. 

 

The realit y accord ing t o  a st udy done by t he m in ist ry o f  Cooperat ive Gover nance and  Trad it ional 

Af f air s (Cogt a) is t hat  over  14 m illion Sout h Af r icans reside in  rural areas and  are st ill under  t he com -

m and  o f  t rad it ional leadership . These rural resident s are loyal t o  t h is inst it u t ion , w ant  it , and  be-

lieve t hat  it  is vit al in  ensur ing t he developm ent  o f  t heir  areas and  t he advancem ent  of  t heir  cu l-

t ure and  t rad it ions. 

 

For  t he past  t h ree years, Af esis-corp lan (supp or t ed  by t he Rait h  Foundat ion), has been  w orking  

w it h  a f ew  t rad it ional councils in  t he East er n  Cape t o  assist  t hem  t o bet t er  under st and  and  en -

hance t heir  ro le in  local governance w orking closely w it h  local m unicipalit ies. Cap t ured  in  t h is b r ief , 

are som e of  t he lessons t he organisat ion is der iving f rom  t h is p r o ject . The aim  is t o  develop  a ser ies 

of  b r ief s and  t o  share t he lessons as w e d raw  and  ref lect  on t hem . 

 

INTRODUCING THE BASIC TERMINOLOGY 

 

The Trad it ional Leadership  and  Gover nance Fram ew ork Act , 2003 (TLGFA) def ines t rad it ional leader -

sh ip  as “t he cust om ary inst it u t ions or  cust om ary syst em  or  p rocedures of  gover nance, recognised , 

u t ilised , or  p ract iced  by t rad it ional com m unit ies”. Chap t er  1 of  t he sam e Act  g ives a det ailed  def in i-

t ion  of  a num ber  o f  t erm s includ ing t he f o llow ing: 

 

Kingship  ref er s t o  a posit ion held  by a King or  Queen. Senior t rad it ional leadership  ref ers t o  a posi-

t ion held  by a senior  t rad it ional leader ; w hile a “senior t rad it ional leader ” ref ers t o  a t rad it ional 

leader  of  a specif ic t rad it ional aut hor it y w ho  exercises aut hor it y over  a num ber  o f  head m en or  

headw om en in  acco rdance w it h  cust om ary law , or  w it h in  w hose area of  jur isd ict ion a num ber  of  

headm en or  headw om en exer cise aut ho r it y. A t rad it ional leader  is def ined  as any person w ho in  

t erm s of  cust om ary law  of  t he t rad it ional com m unit y concerned , ho lds a t rad it ional leadersh ip  po-

sit ion and  is recogn ised  in  t erm s of  t he Act . 
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THE ROLE OF TRADITIONAL LEADERSHIP IN LOCAL GOVERNANCE 

 

Chap t er  12 of  t he Const it u t ion specif ically acknow ledges t he inst it u t ion o f  t rad it ional leadership , 

it s p lace and  ro le in  t he syst em  of  dem ocrat ic governance. Am ongst  o t her  t h ings, t he TLGFA aim ed  

at  recognising t rad it ional councils at  a local level in  an at t em p t  t o  align t rad it ional ru le and  t rad i-

t ional councils m ore st rongly w it h  t he p r incip les o f  dem ocracy (and  t o  hopef u lly rem ove som e of  

t he negat ive sent im ent s associat ed  w it h  t rad it ional ru le and  t rad it ional councils).  

 

Sect ion 3 of  t he TLGFA g ives t he Prem ier  pow er  t o  in f luence t he est ab lishm ent  o f  a t rad it ional 

council, and  acknow ledges a posit ion f or  t rad it ional leadersh ip , not  on ly w it h in  local governm ent , 

but  at  t he p rovincial and  nat ional level as w ell. 

 

Trad it ional councils are com posed  o f  60 percent  m em bers appo int ed  by t he royal house and  40 

percent  dem ocrat ically elect ed  by t he t rad it ional com m unit y (civil societ y is st ill t ry ing t o  f ight  t o  

increase t he quot a f o r  dem ocrat ically elect ed  m em bers). Fur t herm or e, at  least  a t h ird  of  m em bers 

of  t he t rad it ional councils m ust  be w om en. 

 

The Municipal St ruct ures Act  p rovides f or  t he par t icipat ion o f  recogn ised  t rad it ional leaders in  m u-

n icipal councils. In  so par t icipat ing, t hey are b ound  by t he Code of  Conduct  f or  Councillors, but  do  

not  have vot ing r ight s and  do  not  b ecom e councillors. Sect ion 81 of  t he Municipal St ruct ur es Act  

p rovides f or  20 percent  rep resent at ion o f  t rad it ional leaders in  m unicipal council m eet ings, w here 

t here are act ive and  recogn ised  t rad it ional leaders in  t he m unicipal area. Sect ion 5 of  t he TLGFA fur-

t her provides for part nerships t o be ent ered  int o bet w een m unicipalit ies and t rad it ional councils. 

 

So, in  relat ion t o  t heir  par t icipat ion in  m unicip al councils (as gazet t ed  by t he MEC), t rad it ional lead -

ers m ay par t icipat e in  p roceed ings o f  t he relevant  Councils t o  exp ress a view  on m at t ers d irect ly 

af f ect ing t he area o f  t he t rad it ional aut hor it y. Trad it ional leaders par t icipat e in  t heir  w on  capacit y  

as rep resent at ives of  t heir  t rad it ional com m unit ies. The m unicipalit y m ay not  adop t  any by -law s 

af f ect ing a t rad it ional com m unit y un less it s t rad it ional leaders have been consult ed .  

 

LESSONS LEARNT 

 

1 . ACCEPTANCE OF TRADITIONAL COUNCILS 

 

In  areas w here t he syst em  of  t rad it ional ru le w as running sm oo t h ly w it h  a com m unit y accep t ed  

and  t rust ed  t eam  of  advisers t o  t he t rad it ional leader , t he in t r oduct ion of  t rad it ional councils (t he 

60/40 sp lit ) seem s t o have b rought  d issent  and  conf usion. While t hese com m unit ies ab ide by t he 

leg islat ive requirem ent s and  have elect ed  t rad it ional councils, p ract ically, t hey st ill v iew  and  g ive 

due regard  t o  t he o ld  ord er  o f  advisers and  t hen t he ch ief . Th is in  som e areas b rew s t ension be-

t w een t he t w o st ruct ures and  a t ug of  w ar  w it h in  t he com m unit y t hat  d ivides it  along alleg iance t o  

each o f  t he st ruct ures. These poses a t hreat  ar ound  developm ent  p r io r it ies as one st ruct ure t ends 

t o  sab ot age in it iat ives in t roduced  or  led  by t he ot her .  
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A sm oo t h t ransit ion  is necessary, w h ich w ould  app reciat e syst em s t hat  already w ork w ell, w here 

t hey w ork ef f ect ively w ell. There pot ent ially lies danger  in  a ref orm at ive p rocess t hat  essent ially 

‘t hrow s t he bat h w at er w it h  t he baby’ . Whilst  i t  is crucial t o  b r ing necessary ref orm s t o  t he syst em  

and  inst it u t ion  o f  t rad it ional leadership , t here appears t o  be evid ence of  a need  f o r  governm ent  

t o  negot iat e t he curve  slow ly in  cer t ain  p laces, as opposed  t o  a sharp u -t urn . Th is m ight  call f or  al-

low ance of  a phased -in  app r oach in  cer t ain  p laces, o r  som e kind  o f  a st ep -by-st ep  p rocess. 

 

2. PARTICIPATION IN MUNICIPAL COUNCILS 

 

There rem ains d ispar it ies in  t he m anner  in  w hich t rad it ional leaders sit t ing in  m un icipal councils 

are t reat ed . Cur rent ly, t here is no specif ic regulat ion or  gu idelines on t h is m at t er . Resource alloca-

t ion  rem ains a key bone of  cont ent ion bet w een w hat  is p r ovided  f or  m unicipal councillors and  t ra-

d it ional leaders. In  som e m unicipalit ies, t rad it ional leaders are duly acknow ledged , t heir  op in ions 

and  view s so licit ed  and  w elcom ed , and  in  m ost  inst ances t hese ar e t he  m unicipalit ies w ho w ould  

also of f er  lap t ops and  cell phones t o  t rad it ional leaders along w it h  t hose g iven t o  councillors t o  as-

sist  t hem  in  ef f ect ively execut ing t heir  ro les and  dut ies in  council. Yet , in  t he sam e d ist r ict  m unici-

palit y, som e m unicipalit ies t reat  t rad it ional leaders as unw elcom e guest s in  council, t hey generally 

go on f or  m ont hs w it hout  so m uch as being g iven an oppor t un it y t o  par t icipat e and  g ive input  in  

council deliberat ions.  

 

Th is result s in  ser ious d iscon t ent  and  unhap p iness am ongst  t rad it ional leaders and  has result ed  in  a 

lack of  t rust  o f  t he in t ent  o f  governm ent  t o  include t rad it ional leaders in  local governance. While 

one under st and s t hat  w it h in  m un icipal councils, t here exist s t he t w o schools o f  t hought  nar rat ed  

above and  depend ing on w h ich school o f  t hought  t he m ost  in f luent ial and  p ow er f u l po lit icians in  

council f all, t reat m ent  o f  t rad it ional leaders w ill t ake one f orm  or  t he o t her . It  w ould  appear  as 

t hough t here is a need  t o  in t roduce som e regulat ory f ram ew ork t o  bet t er  clar if y how  m unicipali-

t ies are t o  f acilit at e and  supp or t  t he ef f ect ive par t icipat ion  of  t rad it ional leaders in  m unicipal 

councils so t hat  t rad it ional leaders w ere not  sub ject ed  t o  t he m ercy o f  t he view s of  t he st r ongest  

vo ices in  council.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

It  is clear  t hat  t here cont inues t o  be a great  need  t o  clear ly def ine t he r o le t rad it ional leaders are 

t o  p lay in  local governance and  governm ent ‟s ro le in  f acilit at ing and  suppo r t ing t he inst it u t ion of  

t rad it ional leadership  in  p laying t h is ro le ef f ect ively. Af esis-co rp lan ‟s p ro ject  t akes it s cue f rom  Sec-

t ion  4 of  t he TLGFA w hich  st at es t hat : 

 

 

‘t rad it ional councils should support  t he m unicipalit y in  t he iden t if icat ion of  t he needs of  t he com -

m unit y; f acilit at ing t he invo lvem ent  o f  t he t rad it ional com m unit y in  t he developm ent  or am end-

m ent  o f  t he IDP of  t he m unicipalit y in  w hich t he com m unit y resides and  part icipat ing  in  t he devel-

opm ent  program m es of  t he m unicipalit y.’  
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The aim  is t o  underst and  m odels in  w hich t rad it ional councils use t o  deliver  on t h is m andat e, w hat  

w orks, w hat  could  be d one bet t er , and  t o  lif t  and  share best  p ract ices as w e go along. The aim  is 

not  t o  ent er  in t o  t he debat e o f  w het her  t her e is a ro le f or  t rad it ional leaders in  a dem ocr acy or  

not . Our  under st and ing is t hat  t he w ork w e are doing and  t he lessons w e are der iving f rom  our  

w ork w ill assist  Sout h Af r ica t o  som ehow  answ er  t h is quest ion over  t im e. In  t he course o f  our  w ork 

t heref ore, w e pause and  r ef lect  on som e of  t he st r ik ing lessons t hat  w e are st um b ling upon , ref lect  

and  share t hem  as t hey com e. This f or  us is a sm all cont r ibut ion t hat  our  w ork can m ake in t o t h is 

nat ional debat e as it  cont inues. 
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ABOUT AFESIS-CORPLAN 

 

Af esis-cor p lan is a p rogressive, non -governm en t al organisat ion t hat  has cont r ibut ed  t o  com m unit y -

d r iven developm en t  and  good  local governance in  t he East ern Cape since 1985. Regist ered  as a Sec-

t ion 21 Com pany in  1992, Af esis-cop lan ‟s cur rent  area of  f ocus is t o  cont r ibut e t o  t he em ergence of  

an act ive cit izenry and  good  local governance in  Sout h Af r ica. The organisat ion conduct s it s w ork 

under  f our  key p r ogram m at ic areas; i .e. local governance, access t o  land  f or  sust ainab le hum an set -

t lem ent s, local econom ic developm ent  and  know ledge m anagem ent . Af esis-corp lan sees it self  as a 

learn ing organ isat ion and  cont inuously ref lect s on  t he w ork t hat  it  is do ing t o  der ive and  share les-

sons t hat  it  is learn ing. To  learn m ore about  Af esis-corp lan and  it s w ork visit  w w w .af esis.org.za 

 

“Learning organisations are organisations where people continually expand their capacity to create the 

results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collabora-

tive aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning to see the whole  

together.” Peter Senge (1990:3) 
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