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Background to the Rebellion of the Poor Research Project 

 
2009: Preliminary research conducted in Diepsloot, Balfour, Piet 

Retief & Thokoza. Production of Research Report Service 

Delivery Protests: Findings from Quick Response Research in 

Four ‘Hotspots. 

 
2010: Publication of ‘Rebellion of the poor: South Africa's service 

delivery protests – a preliminary analysis’ by Prof Peter 

Alexander. Cited in 90 academic papers. 

 
2011: Begin a community protest database. 

 
2012: Start qualitative research in over 30 locations across the 

country. 

 
2013: Analysis of quantitative & qualitative data 

 
2014: 2020 protests recorded until November 2013. 250 

interviews conducted nationwide. 

 



Service	  delivery	  protests	  recorded	  in	  database	  
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Protests recorded by database by month 2005 – Jan 2014 



Protests recorded in database 2009 
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Protest recorded in database 2011 
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Size of protest 2004-2013 

Note: This data is based on only 21% of the protests recorded in 
the database as the majority of media reports do not provide 

information on the size of the protest. 
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Grievances cited by protesters 2004-2013 
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Focus or Target of Protest 
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Organisations Reported as Leading Protests 2004-2013 

47,4	  

21,3	  

16,6	  

9,9	  

4,8	  

0	   10	   20	   30	   40	   50	  

Community	  OrganisaCon	  

PoliCcal	  Party	  

Social	  Movement	  

SANCO	  

Union	  

Percent	  



Selected Protest Methods 2011-2013 
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Protests recorded as peaceful, disruptive & 
violent  
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Community protesters reportedly killed by 
police 2004-2014 

Sources: RoP database and online news sources. 
Note: Excludes the 37 killings by the police at Marikana.  
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Explaining violence in protests 

 
• There have been limited gains for the working class in post-

apartheid democracy. 

• Disruptive & violent protests are often proceeded by a process 

of formal ‘claim making’ & peaceful protests. However, urgent 

issues and specific triggers can often spark violent protests. 

• There is anger & frustration with broken promises & the lack of 

a meaningful response from government. 

• Many of these protests involve the unemployed who cannot go 

on strike like employed workers to voice their grievances. 

• The frustration is such people are willing to lose something for 

their cause. 

 
• Police action sometimes provokes violence 

 



Explanations for violence during protests 

 
We have not had a strike this year, apart from this one. What 

we wanted the most is that if they keep neglecting us after 

the protest, we would protest again and the next one will not 

be as peaceful, we would vandalize everything. That is what 

we planned. It would be useless for us to protest peacefully 

and then they still neglect us. In fact, the strike has not 

ended, it can start at any time. (Representative of the ANC 

Water Task Team, Mpumalanga). 

 
 
You  know  what, our  aim is not  to destroy, our aim is to 

have our voice be  heard. We as the community want  

Eskom.  Even when  we protest  we do not want to destroy 

but the police are  intimidating us, that’s where the problem  

starts. You  know what I can say is that our aim is to  have a 

peaceful protest. (Protest leader, Gauteng).  



South Africa in the World 

 
•  Rising levels of protests is part of an 

international trend. 

•  Uprisings often occur without warning. 

•  Ourselves & other analysts have been 

reporting on rising levels of protests since 

2009, but government has failed to respond 

to the underlying socio-economic problems. 



What is to be done? 

 
• Authorities must listen sympathetically and 

act positively, not provide bureaucratic 

reasons for inaction or offer promises that will 

not be fulfilled. 

• Repression won’t work. It will not address 

the underlying problems and will intensify 

bitterness & alienation. 

• Need for thoroughgoing economic & 

institutional reform. 



Summary 

• There has been an upward trend in community protests with 

a peak in 2012. 

• There is no clear relationship between elections and 

protests. 

• Community protests are not just about ‘service delivery’ but 

also raise concerns about the quality of post-apartheid 

democracy. 

• There has been an increase in the number of violent and 

disruptive protests since 2009. 

• Violent and disruptive protests are the culmination of a long 

process of formal ‘claim making’. 

• Fundamental economic and institutional change is needed, 

not repression. 


