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This paper aims to investigate the contradiction between security and democracy in post-

apartheid South African policing, and was executed on the field together with the South 

African Police Service (SAPS). The theoretical point of departure is that trust between people, 

in relation to the institutions of society, is fundamental to democratic development. This in 

combination with previous research on police reform, police academy socialization, 

community policing and militarization has lead to the conclusion that a remilitarization 

process is under way and that a militaristic approach to policing is likely to be 

counterproductive in terms of achieving democratic development. The study has been 

executed on a South African police academy as well as at two different police stations with the 

combined methods of participatory observation and interviews.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The contradiction between security and democracy 
Since the terrorist attacks in New York on the 11th of September 2001 there has been a debate 

whether the responses by the Bush administration have contributed to, or undermined, the 

security situation in the world (Pehrson 2011). The USA has engaged in two wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq and, unfortunately, a significant amount of people have been targeted in 

what can be described as extra judicial measures to increase security (Ibid). In her book, 

American author Jane Mayer, argues that the war on terror, in this instance, has in fact turned 

into a war on democracy and western ideals. From this perspective, it is reasonable to consider 

whether the measures taken to increase security have in fact led to deterioration in the quality 

of western democracy (Mayer 2009). As new threats become reality, the modern man seems to 

demand immediate action from public officials to combat new risks, even though we are 

probably safer now than at any other point in history (Gibbs 2008). The challenge in this 

context lies in the balance between measures taken to increase security and democratic 

development.  

This illuminates the contradiction between security and democracy, which is a dilemma that 

police organizations throughout the world are encountering every day. This becomes 

especially clear concerning post conflict countries undergoing democratic reform, where old 

structures are to be replaced by new democratic ambitions. In El Salvador, during the early 

nineties after the parties of a long and brutalizing civil war signed a peace agreement, the 

police underwent democratic reform (Lindgren 2004:26). The old force was notoriously 

corrupt and as a result large numbers of officers were expelled creating a security vacuum in 

which a massive crime wave arose. Subsequently, the public support for civil rights and 

protection from police abuse was eroded because the “new” police organization was regarded 

as to weak in the fight against crime. As a result the police in El Salvador have been given 

increased authority in terms of providing security, leading to a decrease in the level of 

democratic quality of their work (ibid:28). This pattern can be seen in several countries that 

have undergone democratic reform in post conflict situations (Lindgren 2004).  
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1.2 The South African Case  
This paper argues that there seems to be a contradiction between the obviously democratic 

ambitions of the South African Police Service and the militaristic culture within the 

organization. During the apartheid years the police had served as the iron fist of the regime 

providing security with the intention of maintaining the hegemony of the government (Hinton 

2008). This historical legacy, in combination with extraordinary high crime rates, has 

complicated the prospects for democratic reform initiated as a result of the transition to 

democracy in 1994 (Worden 2007).  

For a number of years after 1994 analysts, policymakers and scholars had a positive outlook 

concerning the implementation of democratic law enforcement in South Africa (Shaw 2002). 

In later years concerns has been raised as to whether the police are increasingly returning to 

the militaristic culture of the apartheid years. This is a complex problem involving many 

interests and opinions and this paper, for obvious reasons, does not claim to provide a final 

answer. The intention is rather to shed light onto some of the contemporary tendencies and to 

provide a contribution to an ongoing debate from a sociological perspective.  

For these reasons this paper aims to explore whether a militarization process is taking place, 

and what consequences it might have for contemporary policing in South Africa. The 

theoretical point of departure is that trust between people, in relation to the institutions of 

society, is fundamental to democratic development. This, in combination with previous 

research on police reform, police academy socialization, community policing and 

militarization processes has lead to a conclusion that a militaristic approach to policing is 

likely to be counterproductive in terms of achieving democratic development.  

1.3 Research purpose 
The purpose of this study is to analyze if a militarization process is taking place, as well as 

how it may influence the aim of the SAPS to improve their relation to South Africa´s citizens. 

1.4 Research Questions  
1. What tendencies can be identified in terms of a return to increasingly more militaristic 

policing?  

2. How can a militaristic police culture influence contemporary, and to some extent 

future, developments with regards to building trust between the police and the citizens?  
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1.5 Disposition 
In chapter two the theoretical basis for this paper is laid out. Following this, chapter three will 

illustrate the setting in which the study was conducted. In chapter four and five the historical 

background is described, with an emphasis on the relation between the public and the police 

during the apartheid years, as well as a number of contemporary challenges to the South 

African society. Subsequently to this discussion, chapter six provides an extensive description 

of the observations from the field. Finally, in chapter seven, an analysis of the selected 

material is presented.  
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2. Theoretical point of departure 
In this section five theoretical reference points are presented. The issues that will be discussed 

are democratic development, police reform, police academy socialization, paramilitary & 

community policing and militarization processes.  

2.1 Rothstein and the social trap 
In his book, Rothstein (2002) sets out to answer the question why some countries and groups 

in society tend to fall behind in terms of democratic development. He argues that the lack of 

trust between people and institutions in society creates a “social trap” for individuals and 

groups. The idea is based on the understanding that individuals are not ready to make an effort 

if they are not guaranteed to receive something in return. Whether people expect to get 

something back is, in Rothstein’s theory, depending on the level of social capital in society 

(level of trust). When there is a high degree of social capital, people are ready to cooperate, 

which in the long run promotes democratic development.  

According to Rothstein (2002) there is a correlation between how individuals experience the 

quality of state institutions and the level of social capital. To Rothstein it is the degree of equal 

treatment, impartiality and procedural justice within a given institution that are the most 

important aspects. If people experience that they are treated in accordance with these 

principles, the social capital will increase in the relationship between individual and 

institution, thereby providing a breeding ground for democratic development. Another aspect 

of the creation of social capital is the notion of collective memories which refers to the history 

of a society and the people’s experiences of that history (Rothstein 2002). If a society has been 

characterized by conflict it is harder reach a situation where a climate of cooperation and 

understanding is present in the everyday interactions between citizens and institutions (ibid). 

The history of a society therefore plays a role in terms of building relations between 

institutions and individuals based on trust and cooperation.  

2.2 The police reform problem 
Since 1989, a number of transitional democracies have gone through police reforms with the 

intention of implementing community policing. These reforms have displayed different levels 

of success and the pattern is that the support is strong once the reform sets in, but is likely to 

decrease if policing is awarded increased political significance (Lindgren 2004 & Reiner 

2000). This is especially likely where high crime rates are a public concern and frequently 

debated in society (Reiner 2000). Murray (2005) argues that the events of 9/11 has influenced 
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policing and that there are signs that police organizations in many countries are reverting back 

to paramilitarism as a result of this. As new threats arise policing is likely to become more 

authoritative because “efficiency” is linked by politicians and people in general to a reactive 

(paramilitary) style of policing (ibid).  

In the typical counter reform process, such as in El-Salvador, the paramilitary structures within 

the police are strengthened with the result of decreased respect for human rights and a 

mounting divide between the people and the police (Lindgren 2004). If this happens it is likely 

that a police organization increasingly revert from Rothstein’s (2002) three principles of equal 

treatment, impartiality and procedural justice, thereby undermining the efforts that have been 

made in the past towards democratic policing. Another implication is that police officials and 

politicians usually settle with this development since it seems to be the appropriate response to 

public demands as well as the most efficient response to a situation “gone out of hand” 

(Lindgren 2004 & Hinton 2008 & Murray 2005).  

2.3 Police academy socialization 
 Once a community-based approach to police training is adopted, more areas are introduced 

into the curriculum. It is no longer solely about technical skills such as marksmanship and 

driving, but also about diversity, communication, community relations and problem solving 

(Chapell & Kaduce 2009). In this context, research indicates that training programs are slow to 

adapt to new developments since there is a tension between the old style of policing and the 

new approach. Chapell and Kaduce’s study (2009) has shown that a reproduction of a 

paramilitary environment undermines the formal teachings aimed to equip students with the 

ability to understand and implement community policing.  

Such socialization experiences [paramilitary] are known to strip individuals of 

their personal characteristics so that they can embrace the “esprit de corps” of 

the organization…because the new police recruits tend to be young, the academy 

is able to mold them to accept the organizational culture (Chapell & Kaduce 

2009:189). 

According to Chapell and Kaduce’s study, this type of socialization makes the divide between 

the public and the police wider. A paramilitary organization seeks members that are prepared 

to submit to the values and demands of the group. If the individual fails to comply with the 

demands of the organization, they are not likely to flourish in the new environment. Therefore, 
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they are likely to treat members of the public as they have been treated themselves during the 

training program by instructors (ibid). 

2.4 Paramilitary and community policing 
These two styles of policing seem to contradict each other since a paramilitary culture creates 

a climate of “us and them” between the police and the people, thereby undermining the 

prospects of implementing community policing (Kraska 2007 & Chapel & Kaduce 2009). The 

reason for this is the cultural traits of paramilitary police organizations, which stand in stark 

contrast to the ideal of community policing.  Murray (2005) has summarized the different 

cultural characteristics of traditional as well as community policing as outlined in the two 

paragraphs below. These are ideal types of both styles, therefore, it is likely that most law 

enforcement organizations embody characteristics from both traditional and community 

policing.  

Within paramilitary policing the work has been regarded as a craft, where a new officer is 

seen to be better off learning from the colleagues on the streets with a status quo as the result 

(Murray 2005). The management is based on a military style hierarchy with a clear chain of 

command. The philosophy of policing is centered mainly on enforcing the law instead of 

directing attention towards the causes and prevention of crime. There is also a strict 

bureaucracy where police officers work after predetermined rules with little room for 

interpretation. This culture also assumes that police officers eventually will do something 

wrong and that they should be punished for it when they do. Another characteristic is that 

there is a notion that the police themselves know best what policing is and how it should be 

done, leaving little room for citizens outside of the police to express their concerns (ibid). 

One of the foundations of community policing has been to turn policing into a profession with 

more emphasis on an open culture intertwined with the expectations of the community 

(Murray 2005). Management allows contributions from lower rank officers to a higher extent 

even though a command structure is still in place. There is a commitment to the understanding 

and prevention of crime and to work with the community instead of for it. Community 

policing encourages initiatives enabling officers to work according to values and standards, 

providing independence in terms of solving problems. A community policing culture 

encourages learning and reflection instead of punishment in situations where the actions of 

officers have proven dubious. Expert advice is accepted from the outside as well as individual 

initiatives and ideas are accepted (ibid). 

  11



 

2.5 Militarization 
According to Kraska (2007) the term militarization is “often used in academe as rigorous 

organizing concepts that help us think more clearly about the influence war and the military 

model have on different aspects of society” (Kraska 2007:502). In more practical terms it is 

described as an ideology based on the belief that the threat of violence and use of force are the 

most efficient responses to problems. 

Militarization, as defined by Kraska, can be used as a tool in terms of understanding issues and 

trends in society. For example he argues that the United States government is “redefining what 

constitutes a threat to national security…thereby militarizing to a significant degree its 

domestic security efforts” (Kraska 2007:505). In this regard the discourse on threats such as 

crime and terrorism has resulted in an increase of militaristic features in American policing. 
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3. Method 
Below the setting in which the study was conducted is illustrated, with an emphasis on the 

relevant methodological concerns.  

3.1 On the field 
I visited South Africa for two months in order to conduct a field study, which was made 

possible by a grant from the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency. The 

contact with the SAPS was set up with the help of the Swedish National Police Board which 

has worked with the SAPS in the past on development issues. Before leaving for South Africa 

I tried to make up a plan for the how I would execute the study in the field. This was 

challenging since I knew little about what I had to expect and how I was going to be accepted 

by the South African Police officials.  

All together I spent three weeks at Pretoria West Police training college and one week each at 

two police stations located in Pretoria, the names of these stations are figured for ethical 

reasons. The remaining three weeks were mainly spent solving practical things, the layout of 

the study as well as some time for exploring the surroundings. I also made five shorter visits to 

different police stations around Pretoria which enabled me to get in contact with more people 

and achieve a larger spread of my questions. 

 The reason why I spent time at two different police stations was that they were inherently 

different from each other. One was located in central Pretoria in an area considered to be 

wealthy with a lot of students; the other was located in a township outside of Pretoria which is 

generally considered poor. This was the initiative of the colonel and his colleagues that were 

responsible to take care of me during my stay. Since they all have extensive experience they 

explained to me how different the situation is in these places and that they wanted me to 

experience both sides in order to get an idea of how diverse policing in South Africa is. I 

admitted that was a good idea.  

The method I used was for practical reasons mainly participant observation combined with 

interviews. During my three weeks at the academy I attended over 25 different classes with 

different students and teachers. The classes I attended were mainly theoretical but also drill, 

physical training and survival training, which are the four areas of study at the college. Before 

each class I introduced myself as a student from Sweden doing research about the way South 

Africa carries out their police-training program. Even though I encountered new faces almost 

every day I was accepted and felt like part of the class. In almost every class when the trainer 
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explained something about e.g. the legal system in South Africa they would ask me how it 

works in Sweden, thus enabling me to participate in class.  

During classes many teachers and students approached me with questions about Sweden and 

what I thought about South Africa. Their interest in me was meaningful in the sense that it 

provided an opportunity for me to speak to them and ask questions about the topic of my 

research. These opportunities did not only extend to formal classes but were also present 

during lunch breaks etc. In the beginning I conducted six formal interviews with one group of 

students and five different trainers. Unfortunately the situation, for some reason, proved to be 

challenging since the people I spoke to was not as open as during the informal conversations. 

They were especially bothered when asked if I could use a tape recorder leading me to draw 

the conclusion that it was better, for the purpose of the study, to ask my questions in informal 

settings.  

At the two different police stations I attended I was shown around to see how things are 

working in practice at a police station in Pretoria. As they showed me around I had the 

opportunity to speak to police officers and field training students that were working outside. 

This proved to be a valuable experience since the environment in the college is strict and only 

limited to training. Moreover I was invited to join two patrol vehicles when they carried out 

their duties. As we were patrolling I had the opportunity to see how the police officers 

approached the public and to ask questions on the issues of interest to me.   

Since the legacy of apartheid is still present in contemporary South Africa I have provided a 

brief overlook of the history of the regime in connection to the police. This overlook is based 

on articles and books written on the subject and focuses mainly on the historical relationship 

between the public and the police.   

In retrospect there are things I could have done different in order to make the results of the 

study more reliable from a methodological perspective. The observations could have been 

more systematic in order to provide a more reliable result in relation to the theory. A 

consequence of this is that some of my observations might have been influenced by an 

unconscious selective approach. On the other hand the challenge of venturing into a police 

organization in a foreign country should not be underestimated. There were many 

organizational issues that did not work out the way I had expected them too, even though the 

people in charge of my visit did everything in their power to help me. 
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From illustrating the background of the study it is now time to move on to a description of the 

historical background.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  15



 

4. Historical Background 
The history of South Africa is a wide field and can be discussed from many different angels; in 

this case I will begin when the Nationalist Party formalized apartheid, and end with the 

demilitarization of the police after the elections in 1994.  

4.1 The framework of Apartheid 
Formally apartheid was institutionalized when the Nationalist Party came to power in 1948 

and established what would turn out to become a systematic oppression of the black 

population (Worden 2007). The foundation was the split of all South Africans into racial 

categories and the prohibition of sexual contact between white people and other parts of the 

population. South African society was divided before apartheid was included in the legal 

framework of the country, but this event is usually referred to as a “starting point” (ibid).  

The goal of the regime was to create a racial divide, which the Population and Registration Act 

from 1950 enforced through the classification of whites, colored, Asians and blacks (Worden 

2007:105). In 1953 extensive legal measures were introduced through the Reservation of 

Separate Amenities Act to further oppress the rights of the blacks. In this reform the public 

transporting system, movie theaters, restaurants and sports facilities etc. were segregated. 1953 

was also the year of the Bantu Education Act, which phased out the missionary schools 

considered to be an all too dangerous breeding ground for independent African thinking and 

protest (ibid:106). Below the Minister of Native Affairs Hendrik Vervoerd, who was later to 

become president, is quoted.  

Many previous educators of Africans [blacks] misled them by showing them the 

green pastures of European society, in which they are not allowed to graze 

(Worden 2007:106). 

During the 1950’s the government passed three pieces of legislation, the suppression of 

communism Act 44 of 1950, the public safety Act 3 of 1953 and the riotous assembly act 17 of 

1956. These legislationperiods gave the police immense powers, during state of emergencies, 

to arrest and harass people with the only reservation that they had to submit a list with the 

names of the detained within 30 days to the parliament (Marks 2005). This enabled the police 

to carry out its work “quite simply as war fare” (ibid:38). These laws made up the legal 

foundation for the apartheid regime, the police had to maintain it (ibid). 
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4.2 The story of the resistance and the police 
In 1960, during a peaceful demonstration in the city of Sharpeville, 89 people lost their lives 

and 180 were wounded as the police lost control and opened fire. The officers had misjudged 

the situation, panicked and completely overreacted (Worden 2007). This event is often 

referred to as a turning point in the history of South Africa. After the massacre the tide in the 

international community turned towards a more critical stance towards the apartheid regime 

(Landguiden 1 2011). In 1964 the leader and symbol of the resistance, Nelson Mandela, was 

sentenced to life in prison on Robben Island outside of Cape Town (ibid).  

In 1976, in Soweto, nearly 20.000 children marched against the imposition of Afrikaans, 

which is the language of the white Afrikaners population in South Africa, therefore associated 

with the oppression of the apartheid regime, into school curriculums. During this protest the 

police once again overreacted resulting in the death of several children (Marks 2005). This 

infuriated the black population and subsequently the protests spread to Alexandria and Cape 

Town. By 1977 nearly 700 people had lost their lives in the unrest following the Soweto 

uprising. The violence and the way the security forces handled these events increased the 

international pressure (Landguiden 1 2011).  

The resistance further intensified when the new President PW Botha came to power in 1978 

suggesting a reform enabling coloreds and Asians, excluding blacks, to gain entry into the 

parliament. Different fractions of the opposition in parliament then unified under the name the 

United Democratic Front (UDF) in order to oppose the new law. As the protests intensified 20 

people were gunned down in 1985 on the anniversary of the Sharpeville massacre 

(Landguiden 1 2011). By the time of these happenings large parts of the country were engaged 

in what Worden (2007) refers to as nearly civil war.  

4.3 Policing Apartheid 
The South African Police was formed in 1913 and have throughout the 1900s been 

characterized by a disciplinary ideology and military structure. New police recruits were 

subjected to a “comprehensive paramilitary training” (Marks 2005:33) and included in an 

organization, which was shaped and characterized by Afrikaner nationalism.  

It could well be said that the history of policing in South Africa is indeed…the 

history of the policing of large collectivities of black people, such as black 

industrial strikers, tribal groups at war…along with black demonstrators and 
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protestors. Little attention was paid to normal crime, certainly, when persons 

from the black community were the victims (Marks 2005:33). 

During the eighties, protests and political tensions increased, which subsequently demanded 

more of the police in terms of “protecting the government” (Super 2010). At this point crime 

became an increasingly more important political issue as the situation in the streets spiralled 

out of control. Political violence in the country increased from 164 reported incidences in 

1983-84 to 4 408 in 1984-1985 (ibid: 167). 

According to Marks (2005), the majority of police officers in South Africa now regarded 

ordinary crime as a secondary problem, focusing mainly on political protest, which they 

suppressed together with the military. From 1984 and onwards the brutality of the police 

evolved into what could only be referred to as extreme. From September 1984 to December 

1985 they were responsible for the killings of at least 685 people, also committing rapes as 

well as dispersing of all sorts of public gatherings, including funerals (ibid). A number of 

newspapers reported on the development, one of them wrote in 1989:  

A political rally quickly draws enough police to the scene…there is far less 

evidence of police presence in the face of daily criminal behavior (Super 

2010:168). 

It should be said that the line between what was considered political and ordinary crime was 

blurry (Super 2010). In many instances, crimes committed against representatives of apartheid 

(i.e. white people) were regarded as a symbolic action against the oppression, even though it 

might have been a regular crime. Furthermore the differentiation of criminal gangs and 

political protesters was not always easy to make (ibid:169).  

When P W Botha resigned in 1989 and Frederick Willem De Clerk came to power the Berlin 

wall fell along with the fear of communism, which had been one of the main arguments of the 

regime to maintain apartheid. In combination with increasing international pressure this 

undermined the regime, enabling the resistance movement to gain significant ground 

(Landguiden 1 2011). In 1990 De Clerk cancelled the prohibition against the ANC and other 

banned parties as well as releasing political prisoners, including Nelson Mandela who had 

been imprisoned for 26 years. In 1991 most of the apartheid laws were abandoned and 

Mandela became the leader of the ANC. In 1993 an interim constitution based on equal rights 

for all was accepted and by 1994 Nelson Mandela and his party came to power through a 

landslide victory in the first democratic elections in the history of South Africa (Ibid).   
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4.4 Demilitarization of the police 
As FW De Clerk unbanned the ANC in 1990 a new in era in South African politics was under 

way. The country had been governed by an illegitimate government and undemocratic laws 

that most people rejected.  In this context the police had been responsible to maintain these 

laws with the result that many citizens, particularly blacks, had been systematically mistreated 

(Marks 2005). As the demands of democracy consolidated further, political pressure was put 

on the police to develop in a democratic direction as well as to improve its stained human 

rights record (Shaw 2002).  

During the apartheid years the police was called the SAP (South African Police) and consisted 

of 10 individual agencies that “maintained” law and order in the homelands where large 

numbers of black people had been directed as a result of regime policy (SAPS 2005).  After 

the transition the idea was to transform the SAP into one single agency responsible for the 

national as well as the provincial level. This was the birth of the SAPS. The name change 

indicated that the police was transforming into an organization that would now provide service 

to the public instead of oppressing them (ibid).  

After the general peace accord was signed in 1991 the police were set under larger scrutiny. 

An example of this was that individual police officers should now wear name tags in order for 

the public to be able to recognize them (SAPS 2005). In the wake of the elections in 1994 a 

number of generals were removed from duty in an attempt to modernize the leadership. In this 

process the managerial guidelines of the organization changed from an autocratic militaristic 

way into a style based on participation and problem solving. The idea was that this change 

would lead to increased respect for members of the community as well as within the police 

itself (Ibid).  

During these reforms the priority of ANC policy makers was to ensure legitimacy in the eyes 

of the public and to instill democratic control. According to Shaw (2002) the worries of high 

crime rates after the transitional period were disregarded in favor of a belief that once the 

police were under political control, it could be aligned from a political instrument into a crime 

fighting entity. Hence, the aim of the government was not to fight crime, but to create 

legitimacy towards the citizenry. 

 As a result of these priorities the key mechanism of improving legitimacy became community 

policing, which was seen as a central element in the process of transformation (SAPS Act No 

68 of 1995 & Shaw 2002). Community policing can be described as a modern philosophic 

  19



 

approach to law enforcement that “rests on the belief that the people should have a say in the 

policing process in exchange for their participation and support” (SAPS basic training 

curriculum). 

In practice the most visible change was the creation of community policing forums. These 

forums were set up on a large number of police stations and would serve as the link between 

the people and the SAPS. They consisted of local representatives from communities who had 

an interest in improving policing and the police had a responsibility to meet with them and to 

discuss matters of concern (Shaw 2002). In 1995 a new training program was launched with 

the aim of producing police officers equipped with the knowledge to implement community 

policing in their everyday work. In combination with this a new civilian rank structure was 

introduced serving as a complete break with the previous militaristic police culture (SAPS 

2005). 

For several years after 1994 many analysts and researchers had a positive outlook concerning 

the future of community policing in South Africa (Shaw 2002). More recently, however, 

political representatives and police officials have decided to remilitarize the organization in 

order to combat crime more efficiently and to improve the discipline of police officers 

(Dzinesa 2010).  

After having dealt with the historical background and demilitarization of the police, we will 

now turn to a brief description of contemporary challenges in South African society, as well as 

a discussion on police militarization tendencies. 
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5. South Africa today 
In this part some of the challenges that South Africa are up against are presented. Moreover I 

will describe some the tendencies that can be identified in terms of police militarization.  

5.1 Social inequality, high crime levels and a lack of service delivery 
In a report produced by the Swedish Defense Research Agency (Elowson 2009) it is argued 

that even though South Africa has come a long way in terms of democratization, there are still 

major challenges up ahead. Since the majority of South Africans live in poverty and the social 

divide between rich and poor is enormous it creates mounting frustration within the poorer 

part of the population. Especially in relation to the high expectations created as a consequence 

of the fall of the apartheid regime and the transition to democracy (ibid).  

The country has been engulfed in a period of macroeconomic growth, which has created a 

black middle class, but still the cleavages are more endemic than ever. Even though progress 

has been made housing, water and electricity is scarce in the lives of many citizens (Elowson 

2009). Moreover, the education system suffers from a lack of resources producing problems 

with regards to the basic skills needed to acquire a job, alongside with this, serious crime and 

corruption are features in everyday life to many South Africans (ibid).  

Furhtermore there are increasing frustrations among the poor concerning the quality of service 

delivery from state institutions. It is likely that the growing social economic cleavages in 

combination with this may produce tensions in the local communities providing a breeding 

ground for violence (Elowson 2009:17). The increased level of frustration with regards to 

service delivery was clearly voiced during the local elections in 2011 with newspapers 

reporting on the issue in the following matter: “Service delivery has become the campaign 

catch-phrase after an explosion of violent protests over a lack of water, electricity and housing 

in poor communities” (Gulf times 2011). 

In combination with this calls have been made to deploy the military in order to calm protests 

and riot like situations. According to the report (Elowson 2009) there is a grave risk for further 

escalation once the army is being considered for deployment in order to conduct the duties of 

the SAPS. In the South African defense journal one article argues that it is correct in that the 

army should not carry out the duties of the police. On the other hand, the article also states that 

it is obvious that the South African Police Service may need help to handle the situation if it 

escalates further (Steenkamp 2010).  
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5.1 A service turning into a force? 
As Thabo Mbeki became president in 1999 the debate had increasingly turned to fighting 

crime instead of promoting human rights, accountability and legitimacy. According to Shaw 

(2002) these two approaches are not mutually exclusive, but the weight clearly shifted towards 

effective crime fighting. Towards the end of the 1990’s this raised concerns that the fight 

against crime would become increasingly militarized and as a result undermine the progress 

that had been made in terms of democratic development (ibid). As Shaw points out:  

After the citizenry has won its electoral rights, it is frequently willing to tolerate 

abuses of civil rights and the rule of law in the name of law and order, targeted 

particularly against marginalized groups and classes (Shaw 2002:39).  

In the process to become more effective in fighting crime the SAPS has changed its name to 

the South African Police Force, possibly with the inclination that the police wants to be 

regarded as more capable of fighting crime since it is now a “force” instead of a “service” 

(Dzinesa 2010). Another change has been the move from a civilian rank structure, introduced 

during the reform process, back into a military structure. Commenting the shift, Nathi 

Mthethwa, the Minister of Police, has said that it is a part of a broader government policy 

aimed to alter the police into a “disciplined force capable of fighting crime and fighting it 

tough” (ibid). Concerning this the Minister has expressed that these changes are not simply 

name or structural changes – it is “a change in attitude, thinking and operational duties” 

(Dzinesa 2010). 

Overall there seems to be a growing sentiment that crime is spiraling out of control and that 

the police have to respond with rougher hands. For example there has been widespread debate 

over an amendment to the Criminal Procedure Act which authorizes officers to use deadly 

force towards citizens suspected of violent crimes. According to an Amnesty International 

report: 

The proposals in the bill raised public concern as they would allow “arrestors” to 

use deadly force against a suspect resisting or fleeing arrest where they believed 

there was a substantial risk of “future death” if the arrest was delayed. The draft 

provisions would allow members of the public as well as police officers to use 

deadly force in circumstances beyond those allowed by international human 

rights standards (Amnesty 2011). 
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During the course of my study I raised the question of militarization to a significant number of 

warrant officers, captains and colonels who all agreed that the organization is re-militarizing. 

One captain and instructor at the college expressed it in the following manner: 

 
It is definitely turning around, we are getting more militarized every year, and 

you can physically see it. The whole militaristic thing changes the culture within 

the police, which is a problem because the community and the police are being 

polarized into different directions, so what happens to community policing? 

This person clearly took the opportunity to express what he considers to be one of the main 

problems with the police in South Africa today. In this regard it is important to clarify that the 

vast majority of officers I consulted support the remilitarization process. The lack of discipline 

among recruits and police officers in general was the most frequent reason mentioned. 

Another was the crime situation, which is regarded by many as spiraling out of control. 

According to Burger (2010), senior researchers at the Institute of Security Studies in Pretoria, 

there are three major factors driving this development. Firstly, it is the pressure for more 

effective policing, secondly, the dangerous working environment for police officers and 

thirdly, the loss of morale and discipline within the police.  

The remilitarization process has received criticism from the civil society with The Police and 

Prisons Civil Rights Union as one of the most prominent objectors (Mampane 2010). They 

have maintained that the old militaristic style of the apartheid police enforced a culture of 

police brutality where none or little action was taken against officers abusing their powers. 

Now they are raising concerns that the police, as a result of militarization, might fall back to 

the practice of the past, once again brutalizing the community (ibid). 

Even though there are signs, such as a return to military ranks, suggesting that the South 

African Police is becoming increasingly more militarized, it does not necessarily have to be 

that way. In fact, as Burger (2010) mentions, there is a lack of knowledge concerning the 

correlation between the police displaying military features and militaristic behavior. On the 

other hand Burger goes on to suggest that South Africa cannot afford an alternative military 

institution in the country, and that it is a challenge to prevent police militarism from escalating 

further.    
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In this section some of the contemporary challenges in South Africa as well as tendencies of 

police militarization has been discussed. We will now move on to the observations from the 

field.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  24



 

6. Observations 
In this section you will read about my observations from the Pretoria West police training 

college, and about the two different police stations I visited.  

6.1 Pretoria West police college 
The Police College in Pretoria is the largest in the country and houses nearly 1900 students 

who were enrolled in the training program at the time of my visit. The impressing facility is 

located west of the city center and has a friendly feel to it in terms of the environment which is 

characterized by green areas, sport facilities and brick buildings. The students are housed on 

campus in small rooms they refer to as “bungalows” and are not allowed to leave accept for 

the occasional weekend visits to their families. The discipline procedures in the bungalows are 

strict and if a student violates it he or she might be subject to a punishment. This could happen 

if a student, for example, makes the bed improperly, whereby a commanding officer observes 

this and punishes the student to perform pushups.  

By the first glance the college seems more of a military facility than a police college. The 

students are rarely allowed to wander around freely since all movement in groups should be 

performed jointly in military march. Marching is seen pretty much everywhere on the college 

during daytime and is regarded as a fundamental part of the training program. Students are 

also obligated to salute superiors on sight by military standard; this is performed so that 

students develop a sense of their place in the hierarchy within the police (SAPS basic training 

curriculum). It is clear that the student feels submitted to the higher officers and trainers. At 

one instance an officer asked a student to fetch something for him, whereby the student came 

late to class risking punishment. Furthermore the students are behaving very careful and 

insecure when they are to ask about something from an officer.  

Interestingly enough I have observed how higher officers up to the rank of brigadier behave in 

relation to their superiors. It is the same kind of careful approach behavior the students display 

at the college towards higher ranking officers. When I arrived to the head office the first time I 

was taken care of by a captain. The sergeants and inspectors showed him great respect as he 

was making his way through the corridors. In order to make me feel welcome the captain had 

arranged for a meeting with the brigadier responsible for international development 

cooperation. In this meeting the captain acted careful with regards to his superiors in the room. 

After this the brigadier took me to a group of generals in charge of basic training in South 

Africa whereby he also displayed that he was very aware of his place in the hierarchy.  
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This observation shows that the hierarchy of the organization is very strict, something that a 

number of constables, warrant officers and captains have explained to me is needed within the 

organization with regards to discipline. On the other hand several have also expressed that it is 

very hard to put forward new ideas since officers in higher positions tend to disregard the 

opinions of lower rank officers. On one occasion a captain expressed frustration because there 

had be no functioning printer for months, when he had tried to lift the issue with his superiors 

he had simply been told to carry out his duties instead of complaining. When I told a warrant 

officer about this he said that: 

 Within this organization the culture is simply to do what you are told, it is a 

result of the bureaucratic nature of the organization, you must comply. 

Sometimes it is almost like you are not entitled to having some things in your 

mind because of your ranks.  

I have discussed this basic structure of the SAPS with several experienced officers who agree 

that this is the case. Several of them, as shown in the quotation above, took the opportunity to 

express their frustrations because it is hard to put forward complaints to the “people in charge” 

because of the militaristic structure.  

6.2 A student’s day  
A regular day at Pretoria West Police training college starts at 04.00 in the morning with the 

students cleaning the bungalows, toilets and other facilities at the college. At 4.30 a voluntary 

breakfast is offered which most of the students attend. After eating they move on to the 

classrooms in order to clean them and by 07.15 the students have to be ready for inspection. 

This means that the cleaning performed in the morning is meticulously controlled and if there 

are any indications that the job was carried out sloppily the students are punished.  

One student expressed that it is very frustrating since the trainers can punish students even 

though there is no reason for it. The trainers also inspect the uniforms and personal hygiene of 

the students as well as counting them. The method of punishment which is implemented at the 

college is collective. The reason for this is that it is believed to create a feeling of solidarity 

among the students and the SAPS as a whole. As indicated by the following quote the 

punishments can be quite rough: 

We can be collectively punished for an offence committed by an individual. One 

example is the monkey walk where we sometimes have to walk several hundred 

meters. After this my knees hurt so badly that I barely cannot stand upright. And 
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if someone falls and you try to help him or her trainers can scream at you that 

you are not a doctor.  

When asked about the purpose of collective punishment a warrant officer said it was there in 

order to instill a sense of belonging and moral within the organization.  

We are trying to instill a sense of belonging. If one sheep runs astray, the group 

has to come together and say no. Sometimes it is not fair towards those who 

always abide by the rules, but your partner is there to support you and to save 

your life.  

The method of collective punishment and instilling discipline seems to be a central strategy at 

the academy in terms of producing officers that will behave according to the rules once they 

are out on the streets. On one occasion a warrant explained that he was punishing a whole 

class for not cleaning the classroom when there were assigned students responsible to do it. 

The idea of collective punishment, according to the warrant, is to ensure that the students tell 

the people responsible to clean that they do it next time. In real life, if one officer goes rogue, 

others have to step in and prevent him from escalating further. When asked whether the 

students bring this discipline with them out onto the stations the same person explained to me 

that: 

When you go out to the stations and meet the former students you will see that t 

they no longer behave disciplined like they did here. Here we are telling them 

that you must always put your hat on for the purposes of saluting. On the stations 

they tend not to do this kind of stuff.  

This raises the question whether the harsh instilment of discipline and collective punishment is 

working the way it is intended to. In South African media this issue has been debated to some 

extent. An investigation by Mail and Guardian, which is a leading newspaper in South Africa, 

has revealed assaults, harsh punishment and sleep deprivation as a component of the training 

program in Pretoria. According to the article produced as a result of the investigation, 

instructors are now repetitiously reminding the students that “the SAPS is now a police force 

as opposed to a service” (Gumede-Johnson 2011). In the light of this it is a concern that the 

Independent Complaints Directorate, responsible to register complaints against the police, has 

reported an increasing amount of cases from 1380 in 2007-2008 to 1667 in 2009-2010 (ICD 

2010). Moreover the annual 2011 report from Amnesty International states that incidents of 

torture as well as extra-judicial executions occurred during 2010. Scientifically it is not 

meaningful to draw any conclusions concerning the correlation between the militaristic culture 
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at the academy and these numbers, but it is worth mentioning for the purpose of further 

research.  

After the inspection of toilets, bungalows and classrooms the students march to their classes 

which start at 8 o’clock. By this time the students have already been awake and working for 

four hours. Which classes they attend depends on the schedule of their platoon. The four main 

areas of study are academics, street survival, physical training and drill. At 11.35 classes finish 

and the students head for brunch in one of the dining halls located at the campus. To get to the 

dining hall the students march in their platoons lead by a trainer or a student that has been 

assigned the role of platoon leader. Several students and trainers have lifted the fact that there 

is not enough room for everyone in the dining hall. Therefore the lunch break becomes very 

hectic. A female student explained that “in the mess you don’t eat, you swallow”. According 

to a group of students I had a conversation with you have to run to the bungalow if you drop 

your plate missing out on the food.  

After brunch the students march to the bungalows and line up waiting for their trainer to come 

and pick them up for afternoon classes which last until four o’clock. Due to the situation in the 

dining hall it frequently happens that students become punished for coming late to class. One 

student said it is an impossible situation since no matter what you do you become punished 

and “there is nothing you can do about it because you have to eat in order to be able to cope 

with the training program”. At four o’clock when classes end the students march to the 

bungalows in order to get changed for the daily run. The hours after four are regarded as study 

time, however this does not mean that the students are free. They have to sit and study and 

there are limited possibilities for activities outside of the training program.  

One interesting remark a captain made was that the students are shut off from the outer world. 

Concerning that the training program aspires to create independent officers it would at least be 

a minimum that the students had access to newspapers. On an average the students get 

approximately four hours of sleep each night because of late study hours and early mornings. 

They go to bed around eleven and stand up around three. On top of this each platoon is 

responsible to provide three night watches in three shifts every night. According to some 

students a recruit has to perform night watch duties approximately once a week.  

When asked the question why it is necessary to perform the night watches they could not 

provide a reason for it. “It is a part of training and therefore you simply do it”. One student 

explained to me that “There are two platforms: comply and complain. In this place we only 
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have one, and that is comply”. According to one of the captains the night watch used to serve 

its purpose when the police academy was a likely target for anti-apartheid attacks, but this 

threat disappeared with the inauguration of Nelson Mandela as a president.  

In general the students I have interviewed and spoken to regard the training program as hectic. 

They have expressed that it is hard to stay focused particularly in the academics classes. This 

is also the point that many of the trainers have made and that I have observed in all classes I 

attended. It was not unusual to observe up to seven students in the classroom with their eyes 

closed. On a few instances I observed classrooms where the students were sitting down 

waiting for the trainer to arrive, sitting with their heads resting on the table in front of them 

almost sleeping.  

One thing that apparently makes the students unhappy is the fact that the whole college has to 

go to church each Sunday for three hours. The problem is not so much the church in itself, 

because the majority of students I have spoken to are religious. The issue is that all students 

have to go to church, irrespective of their origin and beliefs. The students made the point that 

in their academics class they learn about the bill of rights and that all are entitled to their 

individual religious beliefs. So when everyone has to go to church it is in breach with this right 

according to them. I lifted this issue with a Colonel and a Captain who responded that it is a 

correct observation but it is so because of controlling purposes. If the students are not strictly 

controlled “they will run wild at the college”.  

6.3 The classes 
As I previously wrote in the method section I attended over 25 different classes ranging from 

academics, physical training, drill and survival training. The majority of classes I attended 

were academics and throughout my stay I observed a few things of interest. First of all it is 

clear that the vast majority of students I met are committed to learning even though many are 

very tired as a result of the pressure from the program. The teachers displayed a professional 

approach to their work, which also Betty Rodin, head of the Swedish police academy in 

Växjö, who has experience from Pretoria West Police training college also has told me in an 

interview.  

Even though most of the teachers had a relaxed approach to teaching there were also those 

who were stricter following the military discipline in class. At one occasion a teacher 

remarked that the SAPS “does not need physically strong police officers; we need sympathetic 

individuals who can fight crime efficiently”. In the next sentence he commanded a female 
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student who had flu and almost slept to go stand in the doorway during the remainder of the 

class in order to stay awake.  

The pedagogic approach of the majority of classes were based on regular lectures with a strong 

element of problem solving where the students received practical problems in groups to 

discuss and present. At most of these problem solving occasions I was awarded a group in 

which I could join the discussion. Even though all students made an effort it was clear that 

because some of them were so tired they could not participate efficiently in class.   

It is possible to make a divide between two main groups of teachers that I observed. The first 

groups are those who inflict less military discipline in their classes. Characteristic of them is 

that they encouraged critical thinking, displayed a high level of engagement and directed less 

attention to discipline and more towards constructive discussions. The second group displayed 

a stronger emphasis on discipline with the result of a strained relationship to the pupils. They 

did not encourage critical thinking to the same degree and in some of the group discussions 

they were satisfied if the pupils simply copied the content of the textbook for their 

presentations. To illustrate this: at one instance a student answered another pupil’s question 

whereby the first student wanted to comment on it in order to increase his understanding. The 

teacher simply told him to be quiet because he did not know what he was speaking about. Now 

we will move on from the environment at the academy to real life policing on two different 

police stations located in Pretoria.  

6.4 Amityville police station  
This area in Pretoria is one of the more wealthy areas in the city. The local police station gives 

a nice impression in terms of the architecture and layout of the premises. When I arrived to the 

station I was given a detailed tour in order to learn what the different functions of the station 

are, everything from the community service center to the crime intelligence office. The idea 

was to give me an impression of the process a case goes through from the complainant 

reporting a crime to the actual arrest of suspects.  

One interesting aspect of the visit was when I was shown the cells where the suspects are 

detained. The warrant officer that took care of me laid a great emphasis on explaining the 

procedure when a person is detained for a crime. The idea is that the subject is supposed to be 

read his or her rights and that the person understands what is going to happen in the next step. 

As the warrant officer was explaining this two white police officers came in with a black man 
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who was wanted for rape. The officers commanded the man to sit on the floor while they were 

preparing to read his rights. Once they were ready they shouted at him to stand up and read the 

rights so very loudly and aggressive so that even I could not understand them. Subsequently 

they asked him briskly if he had understood what had just been read to him, but it was obvious 

that he did not since he shook his head and looked very scared.  

As a result of the detainee’s behavior one of the police officers asked him if he was stupid. 

After this the officers simply told him to sign the papers even though it was clear he did not 

know what it meant. Obviously they were not tricking him into signing something that would 

get him into trouble at a later stage, but it is indeed an interesting observation. Especially if 

one considers that whilst the officers were talking very angrily to the detainee they maintained 

a very friendly tone towards me and the other police officials in the room.   

6.5 Amityville patrol 
In order to understand how policing in the community is carried out in practice I was invited to 

join a patrol car for two days riding with two Constables. One of them was a white female 

with over 10 years of experience as a police officer. The other Constable was a young black 

man who had finished his probation period about a year before. Their behavior towards each 

other indicated that the white female with more experience made the decisions and acted as the 

leader in the vehicle. Coming from Sweden I have to admit it was a bit of a culture shock 

going out in the streets since the approach of the two policemen was more aggressive towards 

the public than what I had expected it to be. It only took a few minutes out to an intersection 

before the first incident occurred. It involved a few of the many black young men around 

Pretoria who try to make a living from selling and begging around the traffic lights. Once we 

saw them female officer immediately used her sirens and speakers to scream at them to “fuck 

off”. I observed this behavior at most intersections we passed where there were people in the 

streets selling things or begging. The younger male officer was a bit more cautious but also 

screamed similar things at a number of occasions. One important remark is that we only came 

in contact with members of the black population during our patrols.  

Another remark is that the police officers I joined were chosen by officials of the SAPS, and 

that these observations probably not reflect the general situation in the country. In this context, 

however, I would like to remind the reader of the reports from the Independent Complaints 

Directorate as well as Amnesty International that indicate serious flaws in the relationship 

between the public and the police.  
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At another instance we observed a young man who was almost hit by a car which led the white 

female officer, who was driving, to chase after him in order to have a chat with him. As he 

came to us the female officer approached him screaming “what the fuck do you think you are 

doing”. When she was close enough she grabbed him by the shirt and moved close to his face 

ordering him to close his mouth because “dirty fuckers like you attract flies and if you do not 

close your mouth they will fly into your mouth”. After this she pulled him towards the patrol 

vehicle and put her boots on his bare feet, he did not wear any shoes and was apparently poor. 

She continued the screaming stating that the young man was 14 years old three years ago 

when he was arrested for the first time. She asked him how old he was and replied that he was 

16 which made both of the officers burst out in a laughter mocking him because they assumed 

he could not count properly.  

They asked if he was an idiot and during the whole event the young man was close to tears and 

it was obvious that he was extremely frightened. As the female officer stood on his feet with 

her military boots she poked him arrogantly on his chest which made him tip over, but since 

she had her feet on his he did not fall. He was only hurt. This continued for about 10-15 

minutes and as they were finishing up she commanded him to “show our visitor from Sweden 

how you dance in the streets”. During the event I was standing right next to the two police 

officers and the young man. Another observation I made was that several members of the 

community carefully watched what was going on, a few of them were laughing as the young 

man was commanded to dance in front of me.  

At another site we drove up to a group of people that were eating food in a parking lot. 

Apparently this group is frequently seen in the area and has caused trouble in the past. As we 

drove up on the parking lot of the officers spotted a can of beer on the roof of a parked vehicle 

were the people were sitting. Immediately the female officer got out of the car and started to 

shout at the group to “get the fuck away from the parking lot”. The group heeded her call and 

moved away almost instantly. As they were moving away another man which also was a part 

of the group approached the scene and asked what was going on. As he asked the question the 

female officer yelled at him to go away and fast, he questioned her call since he did not think 

he had done anything wrong.  

Immediately the officer approached him, grabbed a hold of his shirt and shouted to his face 

“who the hell do you think you are, don’t you dare to defy my orders”. The man replied that he 

was going to leave but the officer had changed her mind and told him to start cleaning around 
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where the group had been seated. He did this and picked up a bag with empty beer bottles and 

litter. As he was leaving he turned around and came back in order to fetch a bottle of water 

that was standing on the location they had been seated. The female commanded him to turn 

around, as he did not do this but continued for the water bottle, she decided to arrest him.  

As we were going back in the patrol vehicle the man was told to bring the bag of thrash that he 

previously collected. As we were driving past a man collecting empty bottle he asked if he 

could give it away to that man since he obviously needed it more than he did. His request was 

put down. As we came back to the station we walked past a big trashcan in which he tried to 

throw it away. One of the officers hindered him and told him he needed to bring it into his cell 

in order to show everyone what a drunkard he was.  

6.6 Shellville police station  
The Shellville Police station is located in a black township 30-40 minutes outside of central 

Pretoria. The area is considered to be poor but with some more developed parts where the 

houses look decent and the standard of living is higher than in the shacks making out a big part 

of the township. Poverty in the area is rampant and several police officers from the station 

have told me that many of the young men in the area experiences frustration and therefore turn 

to crime. At the station I received a similar tour of the station and different parts of the process 

of policing like in the Brooklyn station. They explained to me that all the stations in South 

Africa has a very similar layout and process to deal with crime, this is also something that 

became clear to me since this station seemed to work the same way as in the Amityville police 

station.  

After the initial visit I came back in order to go with a constable and a warrant officer  out in 

the field to see how the Shellville police deal with different situations in practice. The 

happening of the day was that a parliamentarian came to address the issue of electricity supply 

in the area which is apparently not working the way it should. As she did not show up the 

police was worried the situation would escalate into violence since there are a lot of tensions 

in the community.  Another issue in combination with this was a mob justice case wherein a 

bigger group of people had assaulted and killed an alleged burglar the previous week. The 

police had taken action and arrested two people who had turned themselves in, as a 

consequence the community demanded the release of these two people which also added to the 

tensions. 
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 The warrant officer who showed me around explained to me that the way it usually works 

when the community is unhappy with something they write a memorandum where they 

demand to meet the responsible person for whatever issue they are concerned with. In this case 

it was the parliamentarian supposed to visit the township. As she did not show up the station 

commander of the police station is responsible to take care of their complaints. This indicates 

that there is a formalized structure where the community can complain and express their 

concerns about the politics and policing in the area. According to the Warrant officer and the 

Constable many of the concerns raised by the community is related to underdevelopment such 

as the issue of electricity. Another constable on duty observing the protest explained that “the 

ties to the community mean everything to policing around here”.  Since this area is so troubled 

by crime and is characterized by a lacking infrastructure in terms of street light and addresses 

the police is dependent on the community in order to find the criminals they are looking for. 

When I asked the warrant officer about this issue she said:  

Without the community I do not know what we would do. But sometimes it 

becomes a problem because the community does not trust the police enough.  

After having presented my observations from the field, it is time to turn to the interpretation of 

my observations and material, in relation to the previously presented research and theory in the 

following analysis section.  
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7. Analysis 
Below the four main conclusions of this thesis is laid out, which have been derived from the 

chosen theoretical framework. I have deliberately chosen to present these conclusions as 

briefly and concise as possible. The paper ends with a few concluding remarks concerning the 

result of this study.  

7.1 The police are important with regards to building trust  
The initiative to implement community policing after the elections in 1994 can be seen as an 

attempt to rebuild the relation between the people and the police and to improve the 

democratic quality of the police. According to Rothstein’s (2002) theory of the social trap 

there is a correlation between the level of democratic development in a society and the level of 

social capital. Social capital, according to Rothstein, enables people to trust each other which 

results in democratic progress when they come together.  

Rothstein’s work shows us that a certain type of institution provides a basis for the 

development of social capital. It is the degree of equal treatment, impartiality and procedural 

justice within a central institution that are the most important aspects. In this respect it can be 

argued that the police serve as a central institution with regards to the creation of social 

capital. The police are a main component within the state and serves as one of very few 

institutions that are authorized to the use of force. Moreover, the police are in the frontline 

with the citizens and play an important role in terms of the legitimacy of state power.  

Therefore it becomes critical that the policing function in a society adheres to these 

(democratic) standards, in order to produce social capital, which in turn can create a breeding 

ground for democratic progress. As described throughout this study the hierarchical structure 

of the organization is strict and more in line with the characteristics of a paramilitary than a 

community policing culture. Further militarization may therefore have a negative impact 

concerning democratic development since it strengthens the paramilitary structures which 

stand in direct opposite of a community policing culture aimed at increasing the legitimacy of 

the police.  

7.2 Social inequalities, high levels of crime and collective memories 
Another central aspect of Rothstein’s theory is collective memories, which are created through 

the historical experiences of individuals. If a society has been characterized by violence, 

injustice and conflict it comes with more difficulty to create state institutions that people trust. 
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As I have shown previously the South African Police had to enforce laws that were inherently 

authoritative, unfair and racist during the apartheid years. The police served literally as the 

spearhead of the regime suppressing large parts of the black population through “legitimate” 

violence. 

 In today’s South Africa it is likely that the historical relation between the police and the 

public undermines the relationship of trust between the two. In combination with extreme 

social inequalities and high levels of crime the collective memories of the citizenry has 

resulted in a counter reform which may have a negative influence on policing in the country.    

7.3 Police training 
At the police college many issues related to democratic policing and the community based 

approach is discussed daily. According to previous research (Chapel and Kaduce 2009) on 

what happens once a community based approach is introduced into police academy 

curriculums is that more areas like diversity, communication and problem solving are 

introduced. This has been the case at Pretoria West Police training college. 

In my analysis it seems like South Africa is steering towards a more militaristic approach of 

policing which, if this is the case, will have consequences for police training. According to the 

study by Chapell and Kaduce (2009) paramilitary socialization experiences are known to mold 

new students into accepting a militaristic organizational culture. Further militarization is 

therefore likely to widen the divide between the public and the police because the students are 

taught how to interact with citizens based on military principles.  

7.4 The police reform problem  
The lack of service delivery from the state is complicating the prospects for reform further. An 

example of this from my observations is when I joined officers from Shellville police station 

out on patrol. The problem of the day was that a parliamentarian was coming to address the 

supply of electricity, which was apparently not working properly. As she did not show up the 

police had to take care of the problems and the frustration of the community.  

Lack of service delivery is an immense problem in South Africa and unfortunately it seems 

like the police often has to receive the blow for what is actually a political issue. In terms of 

Rothstein’s theory this would undermine the prospects for building trust since the police could 

revert from the principles of equal treatment, impartiality and procedural justice as result of 

becoming increasingly more politicized (Rothstein 2002 & Lindgren 2004 & Murray 2005).  
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In this instance the international pattern is that while support is strong once a democratic 

reform is carried out, it is likely to decrease if policing is turned into a political issue 

(Lindgren 2004). When support for the reform process decreases it often follows that the 

police revert back to an increasingly paramilitaristic approach with decreased respect for 

human rights as a consequence (Hinton 2008). This pattern has historically, in other countries, 

been supported by politicians and police officials since it seems to be the most appropriate 

answer when crime and lawlessness is perceived to be spiraling out of control (Lindgren 

2004). In this context it can be argued that the South African Police Service shows tendencies 

recognized from this pattern and that there is a risk that the country will experience 

increasingly authoritative law enforcement as a result of this.  

7. 5 Concluding remarks  
Throughout this paper I have argued that the South African Police Service is militarizing and 

that it might have a negative impact on the overall development in the country concerning the 

quality of democracy. One important remark, concerning my conclusion, is that the extreme 

level of crime in South Africa is daily affecting the quality of life of millions of people. A 

large number of people, not least the police officers I met during my field study, maintain that 

the fight against crime has to accelerate, even though it might have antidemocratic 

implications. 

 From their point of view the democratic problem rather lies in giving the criminals space, in 

which they can rob, kill and rape law abiding citizens. It is a paradox which is not entirely 

easy to agree on.  It is probably natural, thus, to react to a situation which is regarded by many 

as spiraling out of control in ways that seem counterproductive from a more abstract academic 

perspective.  For this reason it might have been valuable to provide more explanation 

concerning the point of view that democracy needs to be protected from crime.  

The ending catch phrase that I would like to share after writing this thesis is that the 

contradiction between security and democracy most likely will gain more significance as we 

move into an uncertain future. After 9/11 the threat of “terror” has greatly undermined the 

political and democratic legitimacy of the United States, in El-Salvador the quest for security 

led to a deterioration of civil rights and in South Africa the militarization process, as a way of 

providing safety for the citizenry, might in fact turn out to provide insecurity. 
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