The Penalty of Apathy: Plato’s Republic
and the IRASA Model for South African

Municipalities

Introduction

In The Republic (347c-d), Plato famously asserts that "one of the penalties for refusing to
participate in politics is that you end up being governed by your inferiors." This profound
observation underscores the necessity of civic engagement by capable, ethical individuals
to prevent governance from falling into the hands of the self-interested orincompetent 1 .
In the context of modern South Africa, where municipal governance is frequently plagued
by service delivery failures, political interference, and corruption, Plato’ s warning
resonates deeply.

The Independent Ratepayers Association of South Africa (IRASA) has emerged as a direct
response to this crisis of local governance. By providing a platform for independent,
community-driven candidates to contest municipal elections without the constraints of
traditional party politics, IRASA embodies a modern application of Plato” s call to civic
duty. This report explores the IRASA model, its outcomes, and its advantages for South
African municipalities, contextualised within Plato’ s philosophy of civic participation.

Plato’ s Philosophy of Civic Participation

Plato’ s critique of political apathy is rooted in his belief that governance is a craft
requiring skill, wisdom, and ethical commitment. In The Republic, he argues that the best
rulers are those who are reluctant to govern but do so out of a sense of duty, knowing that
the alternative is to be ruled by those less capable 1 .

The Danger of the "Inferior" Ruler

For Plato, the "inferior" ruler is not necessarily one of lower social status, but rather one
who lacks the philosophical wisdom and ethical grounding required to govern justly. When
capable citizens withdraw from public life—often out of distaste for the political process—
they leave a vacuum that is inevitably filled by those motivated by ambition, wealth, or
power rather than the public good.

The Duty of the Capable Citizen

Plato posits that the true penalty for political abstention is the suffering endured under
poor leadership. Therefore, civic participation is not merely a right but a profound



responsibility. The capable citizen must engage in governance to ensure that the state is
directed toward justice and the common good, rather than the narrow interests of a
political elite.

The IRASA Model: A Modern Response to Political Apathy

The Independent Ratepayers Association of South Africa (IRASA), established in 2011,
operates on principles that closely align with Plato’ s philosophy. IRASA functions as a
registered national political party, but its primary mission is to serve as a "political shield"
for independent, community-focused candidates 2 .

Shielding Candidates from Party Politics

In South Africa, local government is heavily dominated by national political parties.
Councillors are often beholden to party bosses rather than the communities they serve,
leading to decisions based on partisan interests rather than local needs. IRASA disrupts this
dynamic by allowing independent candidates—often recruited by local ratepayers'
associations like MossRates or the Mossel Bay Property Owners Association (MPOA)—to run
under its banner 2 . This shields them from traditional party pressures, enabling them to
act as true representatives of the community.

The "Garden Route First" Initiative

A practical example of this model is the "Garden Route First" (GR FIRST) initiative, which
seeks to recruit 90 councillors and 90 officials across the Garden Route district. The
recruitment explicitly calls for "ethical leadership," "independent governance," and
"community stewardship," framing the role not as a political job, but as a "values-based
leadership pathway" and a "constitutional and ethical responsibility" 3 . This mirrors

Plato’ sideal of the reluctant but duty-bound ruler.

Outcomes and Advantages for Municipalities

The IRASA model offers several distinct advantages for South African municipalities,
addressing the systemic failures of the current party-dominated system.

1. Genuine Community Representation

By decoupling local elections from national party politics, IRASA ensures that councillors
are selected based on their skills, experience, and commitment to local issues 2 . This
leads to a council that is more reflective of the community's actual needs, rather than the
strategic goals of a national party.



2. Enhanced Accountability and Service Delivery

IRASA councillors are explicitly mandated to prioritize service delivery. Because they are
not protected by a powerful party apparatus, their political survival depends entirely on
their performance and accountability to the ratepayers. This direct line of accountability
incentivizes better management of municipal resources and infrastructure.

3. Legal Muscle Through the National Taxpayers Union (NTU)

A critical component of the IRASA model is its partnership with the National Taxpayers
Union (NTU). The NTU provides the legal framework for ratepayers to hold municipalities
accountable when service delivery fails. This includes legally disputing rates or, in extreme
cases, withholding taxes and using the funds to hire private contractors to perform
municipal work (e.g., fixing potholes) 2 . This combination of political representation
(IRASA) and legal enforcement (NTU) creates a powerful mechanism for ensuring municipal

compliance.

4, Stabilizing Coalition Governments

In an era of increasingly fractured local politics and "hung councils," independent
councillors can play a crucial stabilizing role. By focusing on pragmatic service delivery
rather than ideological battles, IRASA representatives can facilitate more functional and
stable coalition governments, as seen in their historical involvement in municipalities like

Ekurhuleni 4 .

Synthesis: Plato and IRASA

The alignment between Plato’ s philosophy and the IRASA model is striking. Both
recognize that the failure of capable citizens to engage in governance inevitably leads to
rule by the "inferior"—those who prioritize self-interest or party loyalty over the public

good.

Concept

The Problem

The Solution

Plato's Republic

Capable citizens avoid politics,
leading to rule by incompetent
or self-interested individuals.

The wise and capable must
govern out of duty to prevent
poor leadership.

The IRASA Model

Ratepayers disengage from
local government, leaving it to
partisan politicians who
neglect service delivery.

Community-minded
individuals must step forward
as independent councillors to
manage local affairs.



A political shield (IRASA) that
A philosophical education and protects candidates from party
a sense of civic duty. interference, combined with

legal accountability (NTU).

The Mechanism

A functional municipality
focused on service delivery and
accountable to the ratepayers.

A just state governed for the

The Outcome
common good.

Conclusion

Plato’ s warning that refusing to participate in politics results in being governed by
inferiors is a stark reality in many South African municipalities today. The IRASA model
offers a pragmatic, structured pathway for capable citizens to reclaim local governance. By
providing a political shield against partisan interference and partnering with legal entities
like the NTU to enforce accountability, IRASA empowers communities to elect leaders who
are committed to service delivery and ethical stewardship. In doing so, it provides a
modern, actionable framework for realizing Plato’ s ideal of the duty-bound, capable
citizen-ruler.
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