
the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 
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In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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Electoral Act 73 of 1998, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act73of1998.pdf
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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Electoral Act 73 of 1998, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act73of1998.pdf

Electoral Commission Act 51 of 1996, available at 
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

1 Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule (2022), available at
 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2022/global-expansion-authoritarian-rule
2 Moosa, M. and Hofmey, J., Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 474., South African’s trust in institutions and representatives reaches new low 
 (2021), p.3., available at https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/migrated/files/publications/Dispatches/ad474- 
 south_africans_trust_in_institutions_reaches_new_ low-afrobarometer-20aug21.pdf
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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https://thewire.in/media/an-sos-for-indias-democracy-and-media

Von Nostitz, F., The Merits and Perils of Intra-Party Democracy Assessing the Effects of party Reform in Germany, 
France and the United Kingdom (2016), available at 
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/26677/FreiherrvonNostitzF.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

Wolkenstein, F. ‘A deliberative model of intra-party democracy’ in Journal of Political Philosophy, 24 (3) 2016, available at 
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Legislation

Electoral Act 73 of 1998, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act73of1998.pdf

Electoral Commission Act 51 of 1996, available at 
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act51of1996.pdf

Political Party Funding Act 6 of 2018, available at 
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

3 Ntuli, M., ‘The current political system and parties have failed us: we must change from the bottom up’ (2022) in Daily Maverick, available at 
 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2022-04-25-the-current-political-system-and-parties-have-failed-us-we-must-change-from-the- 
 bottom-up/
4 Van Biezen, How Political Parties Shape Democracy (2004), p.1., available at 
 https://escholarship.org/content/qt17p1m0dx/qt17p1m0dx_noSplash_2b60beda33d1156a0469a9c6b8c1b578.pdf?t=lnomg4
5 Ibid
6 Intra-party democracy can be used interchangeably with internal party democracy.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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Legislation

Electoral Act 73 of 1998, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act73of1998.pdf

Electoral Commission Act 51 of 1996, available at 
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act51of1996.pdf
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

7 Von Nostitz, F., The Merits and Perils of Intra-Party Democracy Assessing the Effects of party Reform in Germany, France and the United Kingdom (2016), 
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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Legislation

Electoral Act 73 of 1998, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act73of1998.pdf

Electoral Commission Act 51 of 1996, available at 
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act51of1996.pdf

Political Party Funding Act 6 of 2018, available at 
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https://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/acts/2000-004.pdf after Electoral Commission Act

South African Constitution, available at 
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

12 Grimwood, Z., Intra-Party Democracy Policy Brief (2019), Available at http://www.myvotecounts.org.za/wp-content/ uploads/2019/05/MVC-IPD- 
 Brief-22-05-19.pdf; For a fuller discussion of these elements, please refer to the policy brief referenced here.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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https://thewire.in/media/an-sos-for-indias-democracy-and-media

Von Nostitz, F., The Merits and Perils of Intra-Party Democracy Assessing the Effects of party Reform in Germany, 
France and the United Kingdom (2016), available at 
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/26677/FreiherrvonNostitzF.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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Legislation

Electoral Act 73 of 1998, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act73of1998.pdf

Electoral Commission Act 51 of 1996, available at 
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act51of1996.pdf

Political Party Funding Act 6 of 2018, available at 
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https://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/acts/2000-004.pdf after Electoral Commission Act

South African Constitution, available at 
https://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/constitution/saconstitution-web-eng.pdf

operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

13 Grimwood (2019), p.5.
14 Ibid
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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(2005), available at https://www.ndi.org/sites/default/files/1951_polpart_scarrow_110105_5.pdf

Teorell, J., ‘A Deliberative Defence of Intra-party democracy’ (1999) in Party Politics (5)(3), available at 
https://library.fes.de/libalt/journals/swetsfulltext/5722234.pdf

Van Biezen, How Political Parties Shape Democracy (2004), available at 
https://escholarship.org/content/qt17p1m0dx/qt17p1m0dx_noSplash_2b60beda33d1156a0469a9c6b8c1b578.pdf?t=
lnomg4

Varadarajan, S., ‘An SOS for India’s Democracy and Media’ (15.04.22) in The Wire, available at 
https://thewire.in/media/an-sos-for-indias-democracy-and-media

Von Nostitz, F., The Merits and Perils of Intra-Party Democracy Assessing the Effects of party Reform in Germany, 
France and the United Kingdom (2016), available at 
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/26677/FreiherrvonNostitzF.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

Wolkenstein, F. ‘A deliberative model of intra-party democracy’ in Journal of Political Philosophy, 24 (3) 2016, available at 
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/62934/7/Deliberative_model.pdf

Legislation

Electoral Act 73 of 1998, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act73of1998.pdf

Electoral Commission Act 51 of 1996, available at 
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act51of1996.pdf

Political Party Funding Act 6 of 2018, available at 
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201901/42188gon63politicalpartyfundingact6of2019.pdf

Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000, available at 
https://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/acts/2000-004.pdf after Electoral Commission Act

South African Constitution, available at 
https://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/constitution/saconstitution-web-eng.pdf

operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

15 Van Biezen, How Political Parties Shape Democracy (2004), p.1., available at 
 https://escholarship.org/content/qt17p1m0dx /qt17p1m0dx_noSplash_2b60beda33d1156a0469a9c6b8c1b578.pdf?t=lnomg4
16 Van Biezen (2004), p.2.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

17 Scarrow (2005), p.3.
18 Wolkenstein, F. ‘A deliberative model of intra-party democracy’ in Journal of Political Philosophy, 24 (3) 2016, p.1, Available at 
 http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/62934/7/Deliberative_model.pdf
19 Dalton, R.J. and Farrell, D.M., Political Parties and Democratic Linkage: How Parties Organize Democracy (2013), p.6., available at
 https://books.google.co.za/books?hl=en&lr=&id=O2zByEicNo8C&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=Dalton,+R.,+Farrell,+D.+%26+McAllister,+I.+(2011)+Political+ 
 Parties+and+ Democratic+Linkage:+How+Parties+Organize+Democracy&ots=FznlCbyhEt&sig=fRZQ_sY3pf_R_7OEQlm-sBnNcIc&redir_esc=y#v= 
 onepage&q=less%20on%20the%20ground&f=false (2013)
20 Scarrow (2005), p.3.
21 Grimwood (2019), p.3.
22 Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000, available at 
 https://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/acts/2000-004.pdf
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

23 Orr, G., ‘Private Association and Public Brand: the dualistic conception of political parties in the common law world’ (2014), p.9, available at
 https://law.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1556015/WP_18_Orr3.pdf)
24 Matlosa, K., ‘Interrogating Challenges for Intra-Party Democracy in Southern Africa’, EISA Occasional Paper Number 17 (2004), pp1-2, available at 
 https://media.africaportal.org/documents/OP17.pdf
25 Electoral Act 73 of 1998, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act73of1998.pdf
26 Electoral Commission Act 51 of 1996, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act51of1996.pdf
27 Electoral Act, Section 27.
28 Electoral Commission Act, Section 16(1)(ii)
29 South African Constitution, Chapter 1(1), available at https://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/constitution/saconstitution-web-eng.pdf
30 Ramakatsa and Others v Magashule and Others (CCT 109/12) [2012] ZACC 31; 2013 (2) BCLR 202 (CC) (18 December 2012), available at 
 http://www.saflii.org/za/cases/ZACC/2012/31.html’
31 O’Regan, K., ‘Political Parties: The missing link in our Constitution? Political Parties in South Africa: The Interface between Law and Politics’ Keynote 
 address, (27 August 2015), available at https://www.corruptionwatch.org.za/political-parties-the-missing-link-in-our-constitution/
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

32 Political Party Funding Act 6 of 2018, available at 
 https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201901/42188gon63politicalpartyfundingact6of2019.pdf
33 Institute for Democracy in South Africa and Others v African National Congress and Others (9828/03) [2005] ZAWCHC 30; 2005 (5) SA 39 (C) [2005] 3 All SA 
 45 (C) (20 April 2005), available at http://www.saflii.org/za/cases/ZAWCHC/2005/30.html
34 New Nation Movement NPC and Others v President of the Republic of South Africa and Others (CCT110/19) [2020] ZACC 11; 2020 (8) BCLR 950 (CC); 2020 
 (6) SA 257 (CC) (11 June 2020), available at http://www.saflii.org/za/cases/ZACC/2020/11.html
35 My Vote Counts NPC v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another (CCT249/17) [2018] ZACC 17; 2018 (8) BCLR 893 (CC); 2018 (5) SA 380 (CC) 
 (21 June 2018), available at http://www.saflii.org/za/cases/ZACC/2018/17.html
36 Methods of Promoting Internal Democracy in Political Parties, available at https://aceproject.org/electoral-advice/archive/questions/replies/110615365
37 Maier, B., The Legal Regulation if Internal Party Democracy – A Study of South Africa and Germany, p.34., available at 
 https://open.uct.ac.za/bitstream/handle/11427/15206/thesis_law_2015_maier_benjamin_gerhard.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
38 Janda, K., Creating a Cross-National Database of Party Laws, Prepared for Delivery at the 2006 Annual Meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association, 
 Palmer House Hotel; Chicago, Illinois, p.1., available at https://janda.org/bio/parties/papers/Janda%20(2006a).pdf
39 Methods of Promoting Internal Democracy in Political Parties



11

the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

As Maier explains, in Germany, there are three pieces of legislation that govern the internal 
functioning of political parties. Article 21 (1) of the Basic Law states that, ‘Political parties shall 
participate in the formation of the political will of the people. They may be freely established. Their 
internal organisation must conform to democratic principles. They must publicly account or their 
assets and for the sources and use of their funds’.40 It does not determine what ‘democratic 
principles are’, but according to Maier, some of the generally accepted features include: party 
members have opportunities to participate in party activities and power rests with membership; 
those who hold positions in the party need to be voted in; and members have the ability to 
nominate people for internal positions and for elections to government; regular internal elections. 

Maier concludes that, ‘By the same token, the Basic Law recognises that in the context of internal 
party democracy one should strike an appropriate balance between, on the one hand, ensuring to 
a certain extent active participation of the party members in the activities of a political party and, 
on the other hand, providing enough room for political parties to preserve their internal unity and 
autonomy from the government’.41

To further regulate parties and to provide functional ways for the Basic Law to be implemented, in 
1967, Germany passed its Political Parties Act (PPA). A crucial element of this law is that, ‘regional/ 
local branches should not be oversized as effective participation, which is a necessary precondition 
according to article 21 of the Basic Law, can only take place in a forum in which any party member 
is actually able to contribute in debating and decision-making’.42 The PPA views members as the 
centre of the party and where power should rest in a party, while still giving parties the ability to 
construct their own frameworks. Maier identifies a problem in that ex-officio members – unelected 
members – still hold power within parties and have voting power.

The third law governing parties is the Federal Elections Act. This law stipulates the manner in which 
people are selected to stand as candidates in external elections. Crucially, it also provides that 
parties are obligated to, ‘accept proposals regarding candidates from every person who attends 
the assembly and to give every aspiring candidate the opportunity to present his or her political 
program’.43

What is perhaps unusual about the German approach is the level of enforcement in relation to 
ensuring there is IPD. If a party breaches article 21(1) of the Basic Law, its internal decisions can be 
reversed by a court. Further, a party can even be banned for violating the law. The Socialist Reich 
Party was actually banned because of the way it organised itself internally. In the court judgment 
that led to its banning, it stated that, ‘If a party's internal organisation does not correspond to 
democratic principles, one may generally conclude that the party seeks to impose upon the state 
the structural principles that it has implemented within its own organisation’.44 Because the party 
was structured in a top-down manner the decision was taken to dissolve a party because it did not 
adhere to internal democracy principles. This is, as Maier points out however, an exceptional case.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

40 Maier, p.17.
41 Ibid, p.19.
42 Ibid, p.21.
43 Ibid, p.24.
44 Ibid, p.32.



12

the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

MODELS OF IPD

Within the literature on IPD, there are a variety of models that parties can adopt to institute IPD. It 
seems that these are generally divided into three main models of IPD, which exist on a spectrum 
from least to most democratic. These models are candidate selection, direct participation, and 
deliberative. 

Perhaps the most common and popular form of IPD is the candidate selection model, in which 
members have a say in choosing who will get a place on the party list. Additionally is the idea that 
the process should have some element to ensure gender representation. Scholars argue that this 
model is problematic, because it does not provide sufficient channels for members to participate 
other than through the narrow process of selecting candidates and leaders. In this model, 
members are largely excluded from participating in other processes, such as policy development. 

If we accept that a crucial element of what parties need to be doing is to connect people with government, 
there is a fundamental problem with this approach. That is, it is generally the members at the 
lowest level of party structures that engage with local communities and who have the best understanding 
of the needs and concerns of communities. This means that, ‘to connect the party with the people, 
a model of intra-party democracy must offer its active members more substantial participatory 
avenues’.45

The second model is known as the direct participation model. This approach does give members 
greater levels of participation than the candidate selection model, and includes the opportunity to 
participate in policy development as well as candidate and leadership selection. As Wolkenstein 
explains, ‘The most common form of direct intra-party democracy are membership ballots, in 
which policy or personnel questions (which are usually pre-selected by the party leadership) are 
referred to the members for a direct decision’.46 However, democratic participation is limited 
because members are generally only allowed to vote on issues that are pre-determined by 
leadership. While it may seem that members have the ability to direct policy, this is restricted to the 
framework that leaders establish. This is an issue because it limits the ‘democratic potential of 
intra-party democracy’.47 If members can only provide input on things pre-decided by leadership, 
it undermines the idea that parties connect citizens with the state. 

For these reasons, the third model, known as the deliberative model, in which members are able 
to ‘critically question the status quo and devise alternative positions on specific policies as well as 
the party’s more general direction’,48 is the most attractive to proponents of deepening internal 
democracy. 

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

Candidate Selection
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

Unachievable

Achievable
& necessary

Dangerous

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

49 Ibid, p.11.
50 Ibid, p.10.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

51 European Commission for Democracy Through Law (Venice Commission), Guidelines on Political Party Regulation, 2nd Edition (2020), p.9., available at 
 https://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/default.aspx?pdffile=CDL-AD(2020)032-e
52 Bille, L., ‘Democratizing a Democratic Procedure: Myth or Reality: Candidate Selection in Western European Parties, 1960-1990’ (2001), p.36, in Party 
 Politics 7(3), available at https://is.muni.cz/el/fss/jaro2015/POL358/um/Bille.pdf



15

the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

53 Scarrow (2005), p.3.
54 Merits and Perils
55 Scarrow (2005), p.21.
56 Hopkin, J., ‘Democratizing candidate selection in Britain and Spain’ (2001), pp.3-4 in Party Politics, 7 (3), available at 
 http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/642/1/hopkinpp2001.pdf
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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lnomg4
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https://thewire.in/media/an-sos-for-indias-democracy-and-media

Von Nostitz, F., The Merits and Perils of Intra-Party Democracy Assessing the Effects of party Reform in Germany, 
France and the United Kingdom (2016), available at 
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/26677/FreiherrvonNostitzF.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

Wolkenstein, F. ‘A deliberative model of intra-party democracy’ in Journal of Political Philosophy, 24 (3) 2016, available at 
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/62934/7/Deliberative_model.pdf

Legislation

Electoral Act 73 of 1998, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act73of1998.pdf

Electoral Commission Act 51 of 1996, available at 
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act51of1996.pdf

Political Party Funding Act 6 of 2018, available at 
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Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000, available at 
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South African Constitution, available at 
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

61 Lotshwao (2009), p.911.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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Electoral Act 73 of 1998, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act73of1998.pdf

Electoral Commission Act 51 of 1996, available at 
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

70 Von Nostitz (2016), p.21.
71 Haffajee, F., ‘Ace boosts ANC membership to 1.4 million – highest ever’ (04/12/20) in Daily Maverick, available at 
 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-12-04-ace-boosts-anc-membership-to-1-4-million-highest-ever/
72 Makgoale, O., ‘ANC members should be able to directly elect leaders’ (25/01/19) in City Press, available at 
 https://www.news24.com/citypress/voices/anc-members-should-be-able-to-directly-elect-leaders-20190125
73 Scarrow (2005), p.3.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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Electoral Act 73 of 1998, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act73of1998.pdf

Electoral Commission Act 51 of 1996, available at 
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act51of1996.pdf

Political Party Funding Act 6 of 2018, available at 
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South African Constitution, available at 
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.

74 Varadarajan, S., ‘An SOS for India’s Democracy and Media’ (15.04.22) in The Wire, available at 
 https://thewire.in/media/an-sos-for-indias-democracy-and-media’
75 Scarrow (2005), p.3.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69

Merten, M., ‘Political parties are voluntary organisations that set their own rules. Like it or leave it’ (22/01/2019), 
available at 
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-01-22-political-parties-are-voluntary-organisations-that-set-their-own-
rules-like-it-or-leave-it/

Moosa, M. and Hofmey, J., Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 474., South African’s trust in institutions and representatives 
reaches new low (2021), available at 
https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/migrated/files/publications/Dispatches/ad474-south_africans_
trust_in_institutions_reaches_new_low-afrobarometer-20aug21.pdf

Ntuli, M., ‘The current political system and parties have failed us: we must change from the bottom up’ (2022) in Daily 
Maverick, available at 
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2022-04-25-the-current-political-system-and-parties-have-failed-us-we
-must-change-from-the-bottom-up/

O’Regan, K., ‘Political Parties: The missing link in our Constitution? Political Parties in South Africa: The Interface between 
Law and Politics’ Keynote address, (27 August 2015), available at 
https://www.corruptionwatch.org.za/political-parties-the-missing-link-in-our-constitution/

Orr, G., ‘Private Association and Public Brand: the dualistic conception of political parties in the common law world’ 
(2014), available at https://law.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1556015/WP_18_Orr3.pdf

Pienaar, G. and Sylvester, J., PIMS Research Report: Internal Party Integrity Management in South Africa (2010), available at 
https://www.academia.edu/6850944/Political_Party_Integrity_Management_research_report_Final_PIMS_Oct_2010

Scarrow, S., Political Parties and Democracy in Theoretical and Practical Perspectives: Implementing Intra-Party Democracy 
(2005), available at https://www.ndi.org/sites/default/files/1951_polpart_scarrow_110105_5.pdf

Teorell, J., ‘A Deliberative Defence of Intra-party democracy’ (1999) in Party Politics (5)(3), available at 
https://library.fes.de/libalt/journals/swetsfulltext/5722234.pdf

Van Biezen, How Political Parties Shape Democracy (2004), available at 
https://escholarship.org/content/qt17p1m0dx/qt17p1m0dx_noSplash_2b60beda33d1156a0469a9c6b8c1b578.pdf?t=
lnomg4

Varadarajan, S., ‘An SOS for India’s Democracy and Media’ (15.04.22) in The Wire, available at 
https://thewire.in/media/an-sos-for-indias-democracy-and-media

Von Nostitz, F., The Merits and Perils of Intra-Party Democracy Assessing the Effects of party Reform in Germany, 
France and the United Kingdom (2016), available at 
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/26677/FreiherrvonNostitzF.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

Wolkenstein, F. ‘A deliberative model of intra-party democracy’ in Journal of Political Philosophy, 24 (3) 2016, available at 
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/62934/7/Deliberative_model.pdf

Legislation

Electoral Act 73 of 1998, available at https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act73of1998.pdf

Electoral Commission Act 51 of 1996, available at 
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act51of1996.pdf

Political Party Funding Act 6 of 2018, available at 
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201901/42188gon63politicalpartyfundingact6of2019.pdf

Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000, available at 
https://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/acts/2000-004.pdf after Electoral Commission Act

South African Constitution, available at 
https://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/constitution/saconstitution-web-eng.pdf

operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.
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the definition of IPD is essentially contestable’.7 Scarrow, one of the foremost scholars on this 
matter says that IPD, ‘is a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for including party 
members in intra-party deliberation and decision making’.8

While there are a variety of elements that determine a party’s level of IPD, the literature places the 
greatest weight on the power of party membership to play a role in selecting candidates and party 
leadership, as well as in the development of policy positions. As Bernardi et al write, ‘The concept 
is mostly operationalized on the basis of the degree of inclusiveness of leadership and candidate 
selection processes, but also by looking at the procedures allowing members to have a say in the 
formation of the party program’.9

The rationale behind elevating these elements – candidate and leadership selection and policy 
development - over others is that these processes contribute the most to how a party operates and 
the positions it adopts.

There are numerous other aspects of IPD that one can examine to determine a party’s commitment 
to its internal democracy. These also play a fundamental role in shaping the character and culture 
of a party and, by extension, the way in which party members develop their political practices and 
understanding of how politics should be done. This also has an impact on the wider political 
system.

Some political scholars identify IPD as essentially an effort to limit the power of party elites, and to 
provide a framework in which members, regardless of their position within a party, are treated 
fairly and consulted in the way that their party operates and manages its affairs. Another way of 
defining IPD is as follows: ‘to what extent, how, and in which aspects of party life the members are 
able to control what their party does’.10 Scarrow emphasises that IPD is about the power relations 
between members and leadership and, when implemented effectively, provides membership with 
the tools and institutional structure to have a say in how their party operates.11

While there is generally agreement about the basic tenets of IPD, there remains a variety of views 
across the spectrum regarding its impact and whether it is something we should be advocating for 
at all. For years scholars have questioned whether greater internal democracy results in membership 
having greater autonomy? Does it contribute to a more democratic political system? Can it have 
unintended consequences of strengthening elites under the guise of reform? While these are all 
crucial questions, the focus of this paper is primarily concerned with the impact it has on accountability 
and democracy in a party and the larger political system more generally. 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT ELEMENTS OF IPD?

MVC has previously identified several key indicators one can evaluate when examining a party’s 
internal democracy.12 While these may not be an exhaustive list, they cover the main components 
of IPD based on the available literature. As is evident, many of these are features of what we have 
come to associate with a modern constitutional democracy. These areas are:

1. Candidate and leadership selection 

The way parties elect members both for internal positions, as well as to stand as candidates for 
public office is central to how a party practices IPD. The manner in which selection occurs is 
determined by the party and can range from highly inclusive to highly exclusive.

Parties that embrace internal democracy ensure that their parties are decentralised and inclusive 
and that power is distributed throughout the different levels of the party, from branch level to 
national. With respect to candidate and leadership selection, this means that the ‘bottom-up’ 
approach is adopted, whereby lower structures that represent the rank and file of the party 
influence outcomes. This is in opposition to a ‘top-down’ approach, where a small group of party 
elites impose their decisions on membership.  

When parties are more inclusive, more members (and in some cases, even individuals who are not 
members of a party), have a say in who will stand as candidates and lead the party. The grouping 
that selects leadership is known as a ‘selectorate’. The processes that govern how a party selects 
candidates and leaders is central to its commitment to, or rejection of internal democracy.

When votin g for candidates or leadership positions, voting should be through secret ballots. This 
ensures that members of the selectorate can vote according to their conscience and not be 
influenced by others.

those in power and the parties they serve are removed from the everyday realities of life. People feel 
there is a lack of responsiveness from government, and that our needs are not being represented. 
As Mbali Ntuli wrote, ‘This decline and overall sentiments are not only an indictment of the ANC as 
the ruling party, but of all political parties who are currently players in the existing political system. 
All have failed to respond decisively to the issues faced by all South Africans, and to bring us all 
together, instead of sowing division for short-sighted political gain’.3

Despite their centrality in modern political systems, there is both criticism and discontent 
regarding the role that they play. This is because, ‘their perceived failures have given rise to a 
debate on the “decline” of parties, underlining that they are losing relevance everywhere as vehicles 
of representation, instruments of mobilization, and channels of interest articulation and aggregation’.4 
Despite this critique, parties have managed to retain, ‘the more or less exclusive control over 
candidate recruitment and the organization of parliament and government’.5

If we accept that a democracy is an imperfect system, but is the best model available on which we 
want our societies to operate, the questions we need to ask are: What is going wrong? Why do 
people not trust political parties? Why are they no longer seen able to perform one of their key 
functions – to serve as representatives of the people? What is wrong with our political culture that 
allows the corrupt, the inept, the compromised, to serve as our representatives and leaders? 

Part of the answer, as this paper will endeavour to unpack, is a lack of democracy in the internal 
operations of political parties. The paper will explore, with reference predominantly to the South 
African context, how insufficient intra-party democracy (IPD) in our political parties – especially the 
governing African National Congress (ANC) – has negatively impacted our political system, to the 
detriment of the public good. As a result, it undermines accountability, with very real consequences 
for the lives of everyone in the country, but especially the poor and marginalised.

The paper will also suggest an intervention needed to reverse this course. It will also explore the 
relationship between a lack of internal democracy in political parties, and democracy more 
generally. It will suggest that if we are to deepen levels of democracy and the culture and norms 
that accompany this, we need to start concentrating more of our efforts on political parties and 
view them as public rather than private institutions, which should be there to perform a public 
good and should be subject to operate in a way that upholds and promotes fairness, transparency, 
and democracy. Parties should be spaces where talent and good policy proposals – for the 
betterment of society – should facilitate one’s rise to power, rather than connections, resources, 
and loyalty. Parties should reflect our society in terms of who has power.

WHAT IS INTRA-PARTY DEMOCRACY?

IPD6  is a concept and field of study that interrogates the internal practices of a political party and 
whether they conform to a set of democratic norms. IPD aims to develop participation, inclusivity 
within decision-making processes, and accountability within a party. 

There is no single, overarching definition of IPD and it is has multiple dimensions. At the heart of it, 
it is the extent to which political parties incorporate and practise democracy within their internal 
operations. But this, of course, is highly subjective. What one may consider a model of democratic 
practice, another may view as far from that. As Cross and Katz emphasise, ‘like democracy itself, 

In science, there is a concept called the Goldilocks Zone. It describes the area around a star where 
the temperature is just right - not too hot and not too cold - for liquid water to exist on a planet: a 
prerequisite for life as we know it. If this condition is met, it means that there is a possibility of life on 
that planet. And just as this condition is required for life to exist, we need to be searching for, 
developing, and moving towards a Goldilocks Zone for our political system; one where the conditions 
are right for our democratic life to exist, deepen, and flourish. This paper will argue that intra-party 
democracy (IPD) – the extent to which political parties institute and practice democracy in their 
internal operations – is an essential component of this condition, and is an element that we need to 
be striving towards and actively shaping as we progress on the path of our democratic project.

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the concept of a modern, constitutional democracy cannot be imagined without political 
parties. They are correctly seen as essential and foundational elements to representative democracy. 
With enormous populations and complex political systems, it has long been impossible for 
individuals en masse to interact with the State on matters of policy, and so political parties are, in 
theory, expected to perform this function on behalf of the public. 

In a representative democracy such as South Africa, our new constitutional order was established 
under the premise that the electorate delegates power to parties, and then rewards or sanctions 
them through the power of their vote during election times. There are, of course, other mechanisms 
in place to hold parties to account in between elections, but the dominant way in which voters 
establish their power over a political party is at the ballot box.

When elected to serve, parties and their representatives are expected to operate as interest 
aggregators, reflecting the political desires of their constituents and those who voted them into 
power. In theory, this seems a relatively simple yet powerful way to manage representative democracy. 
However, as has become painfully evident in South Africa, and in many other countries, in recent 
decades there has been a rise in dissatisfaction and diminishing trust in political parties and their 
ability or political will to serve and represent the masses over their own narrower interests.

For example, a study by Freedom House, an organisation dedicated to supporting human rights, has 
identified, ’16 consecutive years of decline in global freedom’.1 In Europe, it is an observed trend 
that there has been a drop in trust in political parties, resulting in declining party membership and 
general political participation. 

While this is indeed a global phenomenon, our own national context not only mirrors this trend but 
is an extreme example. Recent figures from Afrobarometer show that less than 30% of people in 
South Africa trust political parties.2 The study from 2021 found that just 27% of people surveyed 
trusted the governing party, and only 24% trusted opposition parties. People do not see parties as 
particularly accountable to the public, sufficiently transparent, or working in the public interest. Politics 
in South Africa over the past decade has been characterised by scandals, grand-scale corruption 
and State Capture, a failure to deliver on basic services, widening of the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, and poor levels of accountability and transparency to the public. It is therefore 
entirely understandable why this trust deficit has continued to grow.

There are countless assessments of the dire state of our politics, with many people now disillusioned 
with parties and our political system, as not working in the interests of the people. Many feel that 

Representation with respect to gender, race, and age in candidate and leadership selection is 
another component one can consider when determining how democratic a party is. If parties are 
meant to serve as representatives of the people, it follows that they should be reflective of society 
in terms of their leadership and their public representatives. At the most basic level, parties need 
to ensure that regardless of one’s gender, race, age, or other factors, people should be able to 
participate in a party without discrimination.

Further, parties can, and as some proponents of IPD argue, need to institute measures that ensure 
representivity. However, an argument against representation is that by enforcing quotas, the 
outcome is not truly democratic because of this intervention and given the dynamics of many 
parties, will often result in a higher proportion of men being elected. However, especially in the 
South African context where the majority of the population was systematically excluded from 
political participation, there is a strong argument that these interventions are required. 

2. Policy-making 

The degree to which party members are allowed to participate in developing policy is another key 
area of IPD. Some parties adopt a ‘top-down’ approach wherein party bosses decide and articulate 
party positions, whereas parties that are more inclusive facilitate structures that allow members to 
drive policy. To institute IPD in a party with respect to policy development, there should be regular 
forums and opportunities for members to, ‘discuss, brainstorm, debate, select, contest, and 
instigate reform of party policies’.13

In some instances, members are afforded the opportunity to debate and vote on policy positions, 
but only from policies that are pre-determined by leadership. This, of course, severely limits 
members’ ability to have a true say in the direction that the party will take. It must be 
acknowledged that due to the size of some parties, it becomes very difficult logistically for all 
members to have a voice on every issue. However, this should not mean that efforts to include 
membership from direct participation are dismissed. 

3. Civil liberties

To practice IPD with respect to civil liberties, parties should ensure that their members are 
afforded all the rights that they enjoy as people living in a democracy. For example, in South Africa, 
we can exercise the rights to freedom of expression and association. These rights need to be 
extended to individuals within parties. Members should not fear being unfairly disciplined for 
raising their opinions. Promoting a free exchange of ideas will also be to the benefit of the party, 
because they will be exposed to new ways of thinking’ and opinions if they make their processes 
more inclusive. As Grimwood further asserts, ‘internal culture of a political party should not coerce 
members into maintaining secrecy of internal party affairs, preventing public awareness of 
corruption or maladministration, avoiding public attention of internal discontent against a party’s 
policy position, or any other concerning political activities’.14

4. Fair disciplinary procedures 

Despite the secretive nature of parties in South Africa, we sometimes find information about their 
internal workings from court cases where aggrieved members take their party to court. Indeed, 

there have been many cases that seem to reflect how party discipline can be used unjustly against 
members for not toeing the party line. For parties to be internally democratic, they of course can 
and need to have processes in place to ensure there is party discipline. But when these are abused 
for narrow interests, that is the antithesis of the democratic process. For example, former ANC 
member of Parliament and head of the Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), Andrew 
Feinstein, was expelled from the party for raising uncomfortable issues relating to the Arms Deal. 
Discipline needs to be meted out fairly, regardless of the personality involved, and should never be 
used to settle personal scores or advance personal interests.

5. Transparency 

Another key feature of IPD in how transparent a party is, both to its own members and the public. 
When access to information about the inner workings of a party is denied, it reinforces the notion 
that parties are laws unto themselves, and unaccountable to membership and the public. This 
further contributes to the lack of trust that people have in political parties. For a party to be 
internally democratic, it needs to be highly transparent with respect to decision making, internal 
issues such as corruption, and it sources of private funding. Doing so allows both membership and 
the public to have a better understanding of how parties are operating and to better exercise their 
political rights from a more informed position. 

6. Accountability

Accountability in the political sense means that elected representatives need to work in the best 
interests of the public and when this is not the case, for there to be repercussions. When we speak 
about political parties and politicians needing to be accountable to the public, to their members, 
and to the electorate, the meaning is that political leaders and public representatives have an 
obligation to stay true to their promises and to explain their actions. The main way in which the 
public holds parties and elected representatives to account is through rewarding or sanctioning 
them in elections. When they veer from their stated mandates, they have a duty to explain the 
reasons for this. 

Parties also have an obligation to look inward and to hold themselves and their members to 
account. There are many examples in the South African political context of parties protecting 
leaders and members who have not adequately carried out their duties or have broken the law. 
The reason parties do this is simple – it is politically expedient and, in their interest, to uphold the 
image and integrity of the party. However, when this happens, they are not upholding their duty to 
the public. To move towards greater internal democracy, parties need to shift their priorities 
towards viewing the social contract as paramount.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES?

Despite parties being a relatively recent addition to politics, since their introduction and 
subsequent dominance in democracies, it is difficult to imagine a democracy without them. As the 
political scientist Schattschneider outlined 80 years ago, ‘The political parties created democracy 
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the political parties’.15 They are today seen 
as fundamental to the organisation of modern democracies, representation of a population’s 
political desires and needs, and essential for multi-party democracies to function. Bryce, writing in 
the 1920s, postulated that no one has been able to provide an alternative to representative 
democracy without political parties.16 This assessment holds true a century later.

Scarrow writes that, ‘Political parties are crucial actors in representative democracies. Parties can 
help to articulate group aims, nurture political leadership, develop and promote policy 
alternatives, and present voters with coherent electoral alternative’s.17 Parties are meant to 
provide an electorate with a variety of political choices. When in power, they are expected to 
convert their electoral promises into policies. When in the opposition, they are expected to 
continue representing the viewpoints of those that voted for them.

Wolkenstein summarises that political parties serve several important functions in representative 
democracies and connecting citizens to government is perhaps the most important one. This is 
how parties were traditionally conceived, and it continues to be the main standard according to 
which their legitimacy as representative institutions is evaluated.18 IPD is instrumental in establishing 
and sustaining this connection between society and government. Internally democratic parties 
empower members on the ground, who have access to demands of constituents, and provide 
them with opportunities to channel these demands into policy decisions.

Another crucial role that parties perform is through the training of new political leaders, ‘socializing 
them into the norms and values of democratic governance and thereby contributing to long term 
political stability’.19 This is crucial. If we see political parties as essential building blocks and 
foundational to democracies, the purpose they serve is bigger than their own, often narrower 
interests. While there is general agreement about the purpose and role that parties are meant to 
play in modern constitutional democracies, what remains unclear is, ‘the question of whether and 
to what extent it matters how parties arrive at the choices they present to voters, and specifically, 
whether and to what extent parties need to be internally democratic in order to promote 
democracy within the wider society’.20

HOW ARE POLITICAL PARTIES GOVERNED IN SOUTH AFRICA AND WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR IPD?

South Africa does not have specific laws that govern the internal life of its political parties and 
parties are considered private or voluntary associations. This is not uncommon. As Grimwood 
writes, ‘South Africa is one of many ‘modern constitutional democracies where the internal organisation 
of political parties is not regulated according to internal party democracy or intra-party democracy 
(IPD) provisions’.21 While there are some references to political parties in the national Constitution 
and other laws, there is a lacuna when it comes to laws or state regulation that determines how 
parties need to conduct their internal affairs. 

The relationship between organisations deemed to be voluntary or private associations, and their 
members, is laid out in the organisational constitutions. Political parties in South Africa cannot 
contravene laws and cannot discriminate against members, as is laid out in the Promotion of 
Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000.22 However, because parties develop 
their own constitutions, they can decide to what extent their party will be transparent, accountable, 
and allow for participation by membership. 

This has resulted in parties largely being able to develop their own internal mechanisms, often leading 
to enormous power being vested in party elites. This is not to say that there is no democracy in 
South African political parties. All parties practice various democratic processes in their internal 
management. The point is, as Orr outlines, that it results in a situation where depending on the party 

and its leaders, parties can be, ‘open, inclusive and membership driven, or entirely hierarchical and 
repressive of membership involvement’.23 

As Matlosa argues, while there have been important developments post-apartheid to deepen 
democracy in South Africa’s political and electoral system, ‘This positive trend has not sufficiently 
trickled down to the micro-level of key institutions such as political parties, despite having 
improved their operations compared to the authoritarian era of one party regimes’.24

The only laws that speak specifically to political parties are the Electoral Act 73 of 199825 and the 
Electoral Commission Act 51 of 199626.

The Electoral Act specifies that parties need to be registered and in Section 27, states that parties 
need to, ‘nominate candidates and submit a list… of those candidates’.27 However, it provides no 
further guidance regarding how this needs to happen. 

Similarly, the Electoral Commission Act mentions that parties require a constitution but says 
nothing about what this needs to contain. Section 16(1)(ii) states that a party may not be registered 
if its name, or symbols, ‘contains anything which portrays the propagation or incitement of 
violence or hatred or which may cause serious offence to any section of the population on the 
grounds of race, gender, sex, ethnic' origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture or language’.28 Neither laws speak directly to issues of IPD and are more 
procedural than anything else.

Where we begin to find more pointed references to the inner life of political parties is in the 
national Constitution. The very first page of the Constitution stresses that the country is founded 
on values including, ‘a multi-party system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, 
responsiveness, and openness’.29 Section 19(1)(b) confers political rights to every citizen and states 
that people have the freedom to make political choices, including to, ‘participate in the activities of 
or recruit members for, a political party’. But, the Constitution sheds no further light on what this 
participation means or should entail. It does not even stress that the type of participation should 
be deemed democratic.

We need to turn to our Courts for further details of what political participation in parties means. In 
the landmark Constitutional Court judgment of Ramakatsa v Magashule,30 the majority judgment 
stipulated that a party’s constitution cannot be inconsistent with Section 19 of the national 
Constitution. However, once again, there was no determination as to what a party constitution 
needed to entail with respect to participation, and this was thrown back to parties to decide. Some 
have argued that the majority judgment essentially means that parties need to develop IPD 
practices to facilitate participation.

In South Africa, political parties are legally defined as voluntary corporations. Former 
Constitutional Court Justice Kate O’Regan noted that this status compels political parties to comply 
with all legislation and further, they cannot unjustly discriminate against their membership. 
However, there is no overarching law that regulates the relationship between parties and their 
members, and O’Regan stated that, ‘the terms of the contract between them will be found in their 
constitutions’. This means that the degree to which democracy internally is instituted, is essentially 
left entirely to the party.31

One can argue that the only part of inner party life that is to some degree governed is party 
finances. For years, parties have had to report on the public funding they receive from the State. 
More recently, with the passage of the Political Party Funding Act,32 parties now also need to 
disclose some of their private funding. Several court cases have upheld the status of political 
parties as private entities, such as the Institute for Democratic Alternatives33 in South Africa and 
New Nation Movement34 cases. However, the 2018 Constitutional Court judgment in the matter of 
My Vote Counts v Minister of Justice and Correctional Services and Another35 that led to the 
amendment to our access to information legislation to provide access to political parties’ private 
funding information, provides a unique opportunity to explore how we can view political parties 
outside of the prescribed notion of private entities. 

As Norris points out, ‘One reason for the relative neglect of the internal life of political parties is 
that these organizations have long been commonly regarded in liberal theory as private 
associations, which should be entitled to compete freely in the electoral marketplace and govern 
their own internal structures and processes’.36 This conception of political parties as untouchable 
needs to change. They need to be seen as public institutions, that perform vital public functions, 
receive public funding, and should therefore be compelled to advance and promote democracy. 
They should have the ability to determine what this means, but there needs to be a basic, agreed 
upon level of democratic participation. 

Because of South Africa’s closed list proportional representation system at national and provincial 
levels, Maier argues that parties play a more important role than in countries that have more direct 
forms of election.37 This is because parties have enormous power in determining the regulations 
that govern how people within the party get onto lists and who then serves in government. So, if 
parties are undemocratic in the way they manage candidates for representation in government, it 
follows that the failure to institute democracy in their internal operations could extend to how they 
govern when in power.

REFLECTIONS ON IPD IN OTHER COUNTRIES

The degree to which countries have adopted legislation governing IPD naturally differs greatly. 
Some well-established democracies with strong traditions of IPD do not have laws that regulate a 
party’s inner life, while other countries have passed legislation that is not enforced. In 2005, Janda 
developed a database of laws governing political parties. Acknowledging it was an incomplete 
study, he found more than 1,100 laws enacted in 169 countries that related to some form of political 
party regulation.38 This report will not delve into the various incarnations of IPD across the globe, 
but suffice to say, countries develop regulations that are specific to their needs, history, and 
political dynamics. 

However, a brief observation of perhaps the country most associated with legal regulations 
governing IPD is included here. Following WWII, there was international pressure for Germany to 
be seen to be democratising and rejecting the tenets of fascism and totalitarianism.39 This led to a 
strict legal framework governing how parties need to be structured, select leaders and candidates, 
and provide for membership participation that remains in effect today.

This approach envisions that: 

‘Parties ought to empower first and foremost ordinary members and activists, who are directly in 
touch with the rest of the society. This means essentially that members at the partisan base 

need be given adequate power to influence the party leadership. Although this does not 
preclude two-way communication between the party elite and the wider membership, it does 

involve placing limits on the discretion of party elites. Institutional designs must aim at 
neutralising power asymmetries’.49

The suggestion is not that this model should entirely replace the first two, because they have 
elements that serve certain purposes, but rather that the deliberative model is the most advanced 
and goes the furthest towards deepening internal democracy. As Wolkenstein explains: ‘The point 
of the deliberative model is that it (a) corrects for the tendency of these practices to cement the status 
quo, and (b) complements these practices with participatory venues that emphasise discussion 
and debate’.50

IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPLEMENT IPD?

There is great disagreement amongst scholars as to the viability of IPD. There are three main 
schools of thought in this regard.

1. Unachievable.

This viewpoint is based on the notion that elites in a party will always seek to increase their power 
over that of general membership. Michel’s well-known concept, the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, explains 
that the nature of an organisation organically results in a power imbalance in which the leadership 
will also attempt to maintain its power over membership. This means that it is inevitable that large 
organisations will always have levels of unaccountability by the leadership and lack of participatory 
democracy. Through an analysis of socialist parties and trade unions, he concluded that even when 
organisations are arranged along internal democratic lines, elite control is unavoidable.

2. Dangerous
 
Schattschneider claims that, ‘democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties’51, 
and argued that the role of a party is to provide linkages between citizens and government. For this 
to be possible, parties require a degree of autocracy and singular thinking so that they cannot be 
undermined by factions from within. This position concludes that IPD is both dangerous and 
undesirable for a party’s own survival and electoral success.

Critics of IPD view its implementation as incompatible with a strong party and that too much 
democracy will limit its ability to compete and be successful in the political area. They argue that, 
when in power, IPD causes a party to struggle to retain its position, act with decisiveness, and 
implement its policies. Lotshwao cites renowned political theorist, Duverger, who argues that a 
degree of authoritarianism is needed in a party and central control will make a party stronger than 
those who lack these qualities. While there is certainly truth to this and history has many examples 
of parties that have acted in dictatorial ways and managed to take and hold onto power because 
of this, an obvious criticism of this approach is that this will not lead to democratic culture. Again, 
we need to stress that parties should be viewed as part of a larger democratic system, and their 
own successes and failures should not be as important as the system itself.

Critics argue that internal operations should not be regulated by governments. An argument is that 
if there is too much democracy, parties lose the power to determine who their candidates will be 
to stand for election to government. In the case where the candidates most likely to win on behalf 
of the party are removed, it hurts parties. There is also the argument, advanced by Ebrahim Fakir, 
that too much regulation leads to a shrinking of variety in the political space. Although, others 
counter this by arguing that even when there are laws, the types of parties that emerge are very 
different. 

Another critique of IPD is that it provides parties the ability to show themselves to be more 
democratic, when in reality, power may still be highly centralised. This is a valid point and speaks 
to the potential for IPD to be used by parties to illustrate outwardly that they are democratic, when 
in reality, this is merely a veneer used to paint themselves as representative. 

One may also argue that if people do not approve of the way a party operates internally, they can 
simply choose another party to support, vote for, or become a member thereof. While there is 
merit to this and to some degree, this is already how people choose which party to support or be 
affiliated with, consider a situation where no party provides a fair opportunity for people to contest 
leadership positions or have a say in policy development. 

3. Achievable and necessary 

Only when parties provide their members with the possibility to influence policy and decide who 
their leaders are, can they be viewed as instruments of democracy. This is because the 
accountability of party leaders towards their members indirectly also strengthens the responsibility 
of the latter towards the electorate. Bille summarises it perfectly, when he argues that, ‘It is hard to 
understand how a regime can be classified as democratic if the political parties have an 
organizational structure that leaves no room for citizens to participate and have influence’.52 

Central to the thesis of this paper is that it is far more likely that a country as a whole and especially 
the leadership of a country embraces democratic values if a culture of democracy is already 
applied within political parties.

The potential benefits of IPD, especially in relation to accountability and the public good, will be 
discussed in greater detail in the following section.

However, also worth mentioning here is the potential for parties themselves to benefit through 
greater internal democracy. Scarrow writes that, ‘Some advocates for intra-party democracy argue, 
on a pragmatic level, that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely to select more 
capable and appealing leaders, to have more responsive policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater 
electoral success. Some, moreover, converge on the premise that parties that “practice what they 
preach,” in the sense of using internally democratic procedures for their deliberation and decisions, 
strengthen democratic culture generally’.53

Democratising can assist a party to retain power and relevance, and rebuild faith from the 
electorate. Political parties in South Africa suffer from extremely low levels of public trust and so 
an opening up of parties may begin to heal this division. If we look at Europe as an example, many 
parties have tried to reform themselves through greater internal democracy, as a way to attract 
and retain members and voters, and to seek to relegitimise themselves in the public eye.54 It can 
also be beneficial to parties if they can attract members who bring resources (financial and 
otherwise) and skills into the party.

Returning to Scarrow once more, she makes the crucial observation and one that is extremely 
relevant in the South African context that: 

‘in countries where there is widespread popular disillusionment with politicians and parties, and 
where there is growing interest in democratic self-determination, responsive parties may rightly 

decide that they would be well advised to adopt more transparent and inclusive internal 
procedures. In such cases, the changes the parties make to benefit themselves may prove 

beneficial for the wider society - and for the stability and legitimacy of democratic institutions’.55 

Hopkin echoes this refrain when he comments that, ‘In particular, parties suffering electoral 
decline or defeat, haemorraging of membership, or legitimacy problems are especially likely to 
follow this path’.56 If there ever was a party that fitted this bill, it is the current ANC.

DOES SOUTH AFRICA NEED IPD?

Democracy in a political party is not simply some virtuous concept to subscribe to for the sake of 
appearance. While there are different opinions as to the benefits and drawbacks of IPD, with some 
going as far as viewing it as antithetical to and a danger to a democratic system, this section will 
argue that the failure to have democracy within a party can have extremely negative and tangible 
consequences for democracy more generally. 

To assess whether IPD is something we want to pursue, we need to decide what outcome we want 
and if IPD can contribute to this. As My Vote Counts, we advocate for, a South Africa where every 
person has equal access to, equal control of and equal participation in our democratic process. 

Given our position, we support and see it as fundamental to achieving this vision that people have 
greater access to and ability to participate in political processes. 

Political parties are the main (but by no means the only) vehicles through which people can be 
politically active, contest their ideas, and serve their communities and their country. It is therefore 
crucial that parties are democratic spaces where one can have one’s voice heard, contest for 
power, and be treated fairly; rather than places controlled by the party elite, who stifle debate and 
who hold onto power not for the benefit of the party or the country, but for themselves. 

IPD is a fundamental building block to fostering involvement in the political space. Parties must be 
spaces where the best and brightest rise to the top, to lead the country. And the environment for 
this can only happen when there is a basic level of fairness. We cannot and should not dictate what 
policies a party should adopt, but they should be spaces where there can be a fair competition of 
ideas. As Teorell observes, ‘How could we trust party representatives to consider the arguments 
put forward by opposing groups in the public sphere if they ignore the reasoning of their own 
members?’57

Moreover, the existence of internal party democracy within political parties can also encourage the 
development of a wider democratic culture, not only within political parties but in the country at 
large. This is especially important for countries in transition to a consolidated democracy like South 
Africa, where the democratic culture is still in an early stage of development. 

In addition, for those in political parties who then serve in government, the political training within 
their parties teaches them a certain culture and approach to governance. If their parties are not 
democratic, then it follows that they will be less likely to embrace democratic practices when they 
serve in or lead a government. Parties, by their very nature, circulate towards levels of autocracy. 
However, there are measures that can be taken to counteract this, by carefully constructing and 
minimising the power of leadership. 

IPD, DEMOCRACY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

IPD is important for all parties because they need to have systems internally that produce 
democratic cultures. When in power, the political culture inculcated in that party will reflect in the 
way that party and its representatives govern. For parties not in power, they are in a position to 
hold governing parties to account more effectively. If parties have IPD built into their policies, they 
will be able to identify when another party is not operating in a way that is accountable or 
transparent and call for change.

The implications of internal democracy are enormous for the quality and functioning of our public 
service. Because of South Africa’s closed-list proportional representation electoral system, members 
of parties are deployed to government, and Chapter 9 institutions. When these members come 
from parties with traditions of highly centralised leadership and decision-making and they know 
that their political livelihoods are dependent on those in higher positions because of the immense 
power they yield, they are more likely to do what is in the interest of the party over the public good. 
The outcome, as will be discussed below, is that the role of oversight in Parliament is diminished, 
and the executive is not always held accountable. 

This line of argument, that a lack of internal democracy has a direct impact on political accountability, 

has been advanced in South Africa by Lotshwao and, more recently, by Gumede. Greater democracy 
in a party also means more transparency about the way the party operates and thus provides 
greater access to information so that the electorate can make more informed political choices.

IMPLICATIONS OF POOR INTERNAL DEMOCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA

More than a decade ago, Lotshwao foreshadowed how a lack of IPD in the ANC was, ‘A threat to the 
consolidation of democracy in South Africa’.58 He argued that, given  the dominance of the ANC, its 
top-down nature - with power consolidated and with centralised leadership that dominated 
decision-making within the party at the exclusion of its members and lower structures – was a 
threat to democracy in the country. 

Due to the structure of our politics, members are beholden to their party leaders and almost 
always protect, agree with, and close ranks around leadership when challenged or placed under 
fire. We saw this play out to the extreme during efforts to remove former President Zuma when, 
despite overwhelming evidence of his wrongdoings, ANC MPs continued to support him. 

A lack of IPD can also have a devastating effect on political oversight. A ruling party deploys its people 
to important institutions within government. Within Parliament, this can undermine oversight of 
the executive because members know they need to follow instructions from leadership, and this 
will result in them not always fulfilling their constitutional obligations to hold the executive to 
account. There is a clear link here between a lack of democracy within a party and governance and 
oversight that can negatively affect the entire country. 

Lotshwao further observed that, ‘The ANC remains internally undemocratic and highly centralised. 
Ordinary party members and lower level party organisation, such as provincial, women’s and 
youth structures, are not involved in important decision-making, which is still dominated by the 
party leadership in the form of the National Executive Committee (NEC). Indeed, at times, 
dominant individual leaders such as the party president even impose decisions and policies. The 
ANC still adheres to the Leninist practices of “democratic centralism” and the need for “absolute 
party discipline” on the part of membership and lower party structures’.59

A lack of IPD is evident in other parties, including the DA and the EFF, where party elites still wield 
enormous control. However, as stated, the deficit of IPD in the ANC has more far-reaching consequences 
given its dominance in government and key institutions. 

Due to the nature of our closed-list party system, in which parties and party elites have great power 
in determining who represents them in Parliament, with the ability to recall them, members are 
beholden to their party bosses and not the public. As a result, they generally abide by high levels 
of party discipline. This results in a weakening of Parliament itself to hold the executive to account 
and, as we are all too aware, has led to abuse of power and grand-scale corruption. 

Some ANC MPs have complained about this environment in which they are essentially stripped of 
their power and responsibility by the party leadership and thereby unable to hold the executive 
accountable or influence public policy. Some stated, with reference to the Zuma years, that ‘there 
was a climate of fear in which internal party democracy gets crushed and where you don't think 
about sticking your neck out for fear of getting your neck chopped’.60

The role of Parliamentary committees is to provide oversight. With a history of ANC MPs leading 
these committees, they have not always provided proper, unbiased oversight; or have been 
subject to political manipulation by leadership. As referred to previously, an example is the Arms 
Deal Inquiry. In the early 2000s, former ANC MP Andrew Feinstein was heading the Standing 
Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA) and was investigating the Arms Deal. Feinstein was 
removed from his role by the ANC leadership because he was seeking to uncover the truth. 
High-ranking ANC leader Tony Yengeni, was quoted as saying that, ‘We really wanted to improve 
our capacity, but also wanted people who are going to be the political link with ANC structures so 
that the ANC from the president down could exercise political control’.61

Lotshwao concludes: 

‘For democracy in South Africa to be consolidated, priority must be given to promoting 
intra-party democracy within the ANC. So long as the ANC remains a highly centralised and 

autocratic political party, South Africa is likely to retain an unresponsive and non-accountable 
form of democracy. It is only through the free participation of the membership and lower party 
structures that the government can know the needs and interests of the public and be able to 

respond to them in a timely manner’.62

His assessment is relevant to the ANC because of its dominance. Even as we see it losing support 
in the recent elections, it still garners the greatest percentage of the vote and a lack of IPD will 
continue to have an impact on the nation.

More recently, Professor William Gumede has also highlighted the need for reform in the ANC. 
Gumede argues that, ‘At the core of any renewal reform must be for the ANC to democratise itself. 
A governing party which is not democratic cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, preside over 
building a democratic, inclusive and caring society’.63 Gumede emphasises that democratic culture 
is intertwined with the way in which the ANC conducts its internal affairs, especially elections of 
leadership and policy development. He goes on to write that, ‘Unless the ANC, as a governing party, 
internalises the values of South Africa’s democratic Constitution in the way it runs and organises 
itself and government, and in the everyday behaviour of leaders and members, building a quality 
democracy for South Africa will also remain a distant dream’.64

Gumede argues that, given the ANC’s dominant position, its internal function has a profound effect 
on democracy in the country. He says that the way ANC elects its leaders needs to be democratised, 
so that all individual members have a say in electing leadership rather than delegates representing 
branches doing so. He also recommends implementing primaries for ANC presidential campaigns. 
This is key and, in some countries where IPD is regulated, this practice removes power from the 
political elite and places it squarely in the hands of ordinary members. - Can you elaborate on this? 
Primaries like in the US?

Equally importantly, he points to the ANC’s reliance on democratic centralism as undermining 
democracy in the party. It can be argued that this was needed during the liberation struggle 
because the major goal was to end Apartheid, and this required a united front. However, it can and 
has been used for nefarious purposes: it allows leaders to insulate and protect themselves by 
insisting that membership supports them no matter what they do. 

Gumede also points to representation within the party – of youth and women – as central to the 
ANC democratising. He states that, if the party adopts such policies in a way that transforms the 
make-up of the leadership, this ‘may perhaps be one of the single most effective mechanisms to 
transform not only the ANC from within, to translate gender equality into the everyday life of the 
organization, but also of society’.65 Even though the ANC adopted a policy in 2007 that women 
should make up 50% of all structures, this has never been fully implemented. 

Adopting a similar conclusion to Lotshwao’s analysis from a decade ago, Gumede writes that, 
‘While the governing party of South Africa, a lack of internal democracy within the ANC translates 
into a lower quality democracy in the wider society. In fact, an internally undemocratic ANC is an 
obstacle to building an inclusive, developmental and caring democracy in South Africa’.66

STEPS WE CAN TAKE TO INSTITUTE IPD IN SOUTH AFRICA

Having established the potential positive impact of deepening democracy in South Africa’s political 
parties, what are some of the practical ways that parties can begin to expand IPD. In addition to the 
more general areas of IPD mentioned above such as fair disciplinary measures, transparency, and 
accountability that parties should be developing, there are several specific interventions that are 
worthy of consideration.

Align party constitutions with that of the country: 

In 2010 Sylvester and Pienaar conducted a study of South Africa’s political parties. They concluded 
that the legislative framework of parties, especially in terms of their efforts to curb anti-corruption, 
was insufficient and did not align with relevant national legislation.67 More recently, in the context 
of party leadership expressing or condoning violence, discrimination, and other anti-democratic 
values, calls have been made for stronger frameworks within parties to ensure that there are 
consequences for these types of utterances. Constitutions of parties, regardless of the political 
persuasion of any individual party, should all be guided by the ethos of our national Constitution 
in that they should embrace and enhance accountability, transparency, and good governance.

Increase deliberations within a party:

As discussed previously, for parties to democratise it is essential that they deepen discussions and 
provide the framework for ordinary members to express their views and have real power in 
determining party policies. Members are closest to the public and communities and are therefore 
best placed to raise issues that represent the needs and desires of people. As discussed previously, 
the deliberative model of IPD is extremely attractive if a party is seeking to become more inclusive 
and facilitate real debate and discussion. 

Wolkenstein proposes that using, ‘deliberative institutional designs within parties’, and suggests 
different forms, for different types of meetings, assemblies, where branches have a greater role in 
developing tools like election manifestos, or a specific strategy of policy. They could be provided 
with resources, funding, and support to do so.68

Another option is what he calls, a ‘partisan deliberative conference’, that brings together grassroots 
members with party elites. Doing so will deepen accountability by having face-to-face meetings 
between members and elites. He concludes that, ‘Reorienting parties towards their partisan base 
(and through their base towards the citizens)… could work against these corrosive trends’.69
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operate. This framework should foster an environment for these deeply important processes to 
occur. What this may look like is unknown for now, but it is worthy of further discussion. South 
Africa’s political system is in dire need of a reimagining towards greater accountability and 
transparency. IPD should therefore be further explored as a very real proposal to help achieve 
these goals.
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CONCLUSION

IPD is but one of the interventions and processes that are essential to the project of democracy. 
We know that, ‘Democracy is not something you put on display in a museum but a way of life which 
you must fight to conserve and strengthen and extend’.74 There are many elements of democracy, 
including free and fair elections, a free press, separation of the State, an independent judiciary, 
respect for the rule of law, non-racism, non-sexism, protection of human rights, and freedom of 
speech and movement. Parties too should champion these principles.
 
Contestation within a party is a sign of health and should be encouraged and facilitated through 
establishing fair processes within a party. Parties should not be single-minded, where everyone 
agrees on every issue without contestation, discussion, or disagreement. Parties require differences 
of opinion to grow, develop, diversify, and sharpen their ideologies and provide better options for 
the electorate.

We need to see parties not as private institutions whose main objectives are to serve the goals and 
desires of their leadership and members, but rather, as vehicles through which people can participate 
politically for the betterment of society.

In South Africa, parties receive public funding and therefore should be beholden to the public. But 
we must ask, why should taxpayers contribute to organisations that restrict transparency and 
accountability, in direct opposition to foundational ideals of the Constitution?
 
Parties too often are viewed and view themselves as promoting their own interests, but they are 
the primary vehicles through which one can participate politically and, if successful electorally, to 
form and serve as a government. We would never prescribe what views or positions a party 
adopts, but surely there must be at minimum a set of foundational rules that parties follow that 
allow members to contest ideas, in leadership selection, and to have a say in policy development. 
If not, parties are merely vehicles for elites to pursue their visions and objectives. It is important to 
remember that without membership, parties and their leaders would have no real power. 

We cannot be naïve and think that our leaders always have our best interests at heart. We need to 
be able to challenge ideas, policies, members and leaders themselves. When this space does not 
exist, and people are worried about keeping their jobs and positions, it stifles debate and lets those 
in power dictate, often at the expense of people within a party – and more significantly, the country 
as a whole. 

It is fair to assume that party elites are unlikely to give up power unless they receive some satisfaction 
in return. For the ANC, the very survival of the party rests on it being able to show it can turn things 
around. Central to this, as outlined in its discussion documents ahead of its elective conference in 
December 2022, is the need to deepen democracy from within. And so, the political moment is 
opportune for proponents of IPD. As this paper has discussed, there are also very real benefits for 
parties that democratise.
 
Scarrow writes that, ‘Realistic practitioners recognize that intra-party democracy is not a panacea’, 
and that there are some stable democracies where IPD is not in place.75 However, this does not 
diminish its potential to contribute towards the deepening of democracy, improve political participation, 
and the overall quality of our political choices by creating a framework in which political parties 

Expand the selectorate:

In some countries, political parties have expanded the selectorate – the group of people who have 
power to vote on matters of policy or candidate and leadership selection. In addition to their own 
card-carrying members in good standing, some parties even extend some power to supporters to 
have a say in the trajectory of a party. This is quite a radical approach and s potentially problematic, 
because it can lead to parties being infiltrated by individuals or groups that do not have the party’s 
best interests at heart. This seems unlikely to curry favour in South Africa. However, the practice of 
engaging with other actors in developing policy is something that should be further explored.

What may be useful for the South African context is the concept of One Man One Vote (OMOV), 
which is a form of direct democracy. In many instances, parties choose leadership through a 
system of delegated voting. A branch or a region nominates a person to cast the vote on behalf of 
many people. To provide greater power for individuals within a party, it is worth investigating if 
OMOV may be a suitable alternative in some instances. Von Nostitz comments that, ‘It seems that 
direct democracy using a closed primary is the most suited form for democracy in the intra-party 
setting. Direct democracy allows for a highly inclusive tool that enables party members to have the 
maximum direct influence over the leadership selection with minimal effort and cost. Therefore, 
the closer a party gets to this, the more democratic it is’.70 

However, this may not always be possible given the large numbers of members in a party, and 
realistically and in some cases, delegation may be the best option. Despite this, and even 
considering the membership of the ANC (as of 2020, the party indicated that it had 1.4m paid 
members, up from the million mark in December 2017),71 ANC veteran Omry Makgoale advocates 
for direct participation. He wrote that:

‘We need to establish direct relations between ANC leaders and rank and file. The direct 
relationship between ANC leaders and rank and file members can only be established through 
‘One ANC Member, One Vote’ for electing leaders from the president to the branch chairperson. 
We need to establish equal rights for all members in the ANC with the right to directly elect our 

leaders at all levels without exception’.72

There are also provisions that could be imposed by government to force parties to become more 
internally democratic, without necessarily legislating exactly how parties need to operate.
 
For example, for parties that receive public funding, in addition to having to report on how they 
spend their funds (they already are compelled by law to do so), they could also be required to use 
a portion of these public funding to conduct political education and democracy building in the 
party. 

The question often arises as to how IPD should be instituted – through law or through a shift in 
political culture. Scarrow’s analysis is useful when she comments that it is, ‘difficult to advocate 
legislation to impose democracy on parties: There is no one-size-fits-all model for how to run a 
party’.73 This approach seems more practical and there is the view that legal regulation can only go 
so far. To truly shift the way that parties operate internally, requires a shift in mindset and culture, 
and this is unlikely to be successfully imposed on parties unless they are open and willing to 
change.
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