
28 June 2018

The heart versus the mind: How university students construct 

political party support in South Africa 

by Joleen Steyn Kotze



Introduction

✤ South African universities are in turmoil

✤ #FeesMustFall issued a clarion call for

✤ Free higher education

✤ Decolonising university spaces that perpetuate “apartheid 

culture” at the cost of the African intellectual project

✤ Issues of psychological domination and continued 

oppression



Introduction

✤ Two core underlying themes:

✤ Lack of inclusiveness in a democratic context 

✤ Continued apartheid oppression in a post-apartheid South Africa under 

the banner of privilege

✤ Both black and white students embrace a narrative of oppression in what is 

at a formal level at least, a democratic state (Steyn Kotze and Prevost, 

2017).   

✤ Thus, this presentation focusses on how students’ political values align with 

their party of choice in light of the narratives that point to a collective 

consciousness of inequality, exclusion and marginalisation 



Introduction

✤ I present findings from an empirical survey conducted at six 

South African universities.   

✤ Part of a broader project entitled Born (un)Free:  Socio-

Political Perceptions of the South African university students.

✤ This project assesses values and perceptions of socio-

political life of South Africa’s first post-apartheid generation on 

the value of vote, foundations of political support, views of 

race relations, key policy issues, and views on whether their 

quality of life had improved. 



Introduction

✤ Outline of the presentation

✤ Why a focus on political values of university 

students?

✤ Political party values:  Wooing the voter

✤ University students’ political values and party 

support:  Narrating and constructing political support



Why focus on university students?

✤ Conventional wisdom in democratisation studies focus on two factors to 

facilitate democratic durability

✤ Growing a middle class

✤ Democratic Regime Performance

✤ These two factors work on two levels:

✤ Build democratic legitimation among citizenry for the new democracy

✤ Transforming the class structures to diversify and increase the middle 

class strata
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Why a focus on university students?

✤ Universities are seen as a key institution in facilitating 

social transformation 

✤ Facilitate upward social mobility for those previously 

excluded under the authoritarian regime

✤ Thus works to diversify the middle class strata

✤ Generate new societal values and ideas to support 

the new democratic order



Political Party Values:  Wooing the 

Voter

✤ South Africa’s democracy is at a precarious point in 

time

✤ Highly contested debate on dealing with the 

continued patterns of race-based poverty and 

inequality

✤ Questions of oppression, marginalisation, and 

exclusion dominate the public discourse



Political Party Values:  Wooing the 

Voter

✤ Different political parties present key values and strategies to 

deal with difficult questions around social and economic 

transformation

✤ All parties advance that the primary aim of their programmes 

are

✤ Full social and economic inclusion

✤ Social transformation

✤ Building a free, just and equal society



Political Party Values:  Wooing the 

Voter

✤ ANC

✤ Advances the National Democratic Revolution

“…united, non-racial, non-sexist and democratic society.  This in 

essence means the liberation of Africans in particular and black people 

in general from political and economic bondage.  It means uplifting the 

quality of life of all South Africans, especially the poor, the majority of 

whom are African and female” 
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Political Party Values:  Wooing the 

voter

✤ EFF

✤ Radical leftist political party

✤ Draws on Marxist-Leninist and Fanonian schools of 

thought

“The Economic Freedom Fighters is a radical and militant economic 

emancipation movement…The EFF is a radical, leftist, anti-capitalist and anti-

imperialist movement with an internationalist outlook anchored in popular 

grassroots formations and struggles.  The EFF will be a vanguard of community 

and workers’ struggles and will always be on the side of the people”
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Political party values:  Wooing the 

Voter

✤ DA

✤ Liberal party

✤ Draws on conceptualising African liberalism

✤ Principles of constitutionalism

✤ Focus on the individual
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Key priority issues

✤ Black African university students generally share 

similar responses to key priority issues 

✤ This does not seem to depend on party affiliation 
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What must be done to deal with 

poverty and inequality?
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What must be done to deal with 

poverty and inequality?

EFF Voters
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Individual responsibility



State should provide for everyone
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State may violate property rights



Entrepreneurship



Government’s responsibility to 

provide jobs



Conclusion

✤ Constructing support for political parties may not necessarily 

be rooted in the values of political parties

✤ Also a contradiction in terms of political values 

✤ Most notably around individual responsibility and state 

responsibility for the individual

✤ The expectation that government must provide citizens 

with jobs as well as create an enabling environment for 

entrepreneurship



Previous work indicates that 

Steyn Kotze and Prevost, 2015
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Conclusion

✤ In answering the question of heart versus mind

✤ As the aspirant middle class, the findings indicate 

that among black African students, both the heart 

and mind come into play when constructing party 

support

✤ However, we also cannot ignore that key party 

pillars such as violation of property rights are not 

widely supported among constituents


