Universiteit

4 Leiden
The Netherlands

'‘Beyond our wildest dreams': the United Democratic Front and the transformation of South Africa
Kessel, W.M.]. van

Citation
Kessel, W. M. ]. van. (2000). 'Beyond our wildest dreams': the United Democratic Front and the transformation of South Africa.
Charlottesville [etc.]: University Press of Virginia. Retrieved from https://hdl.handle.net/1887/4725

Version: Not Applicable (or Unknown)
License: Leiden University Non-exclusive license

Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/4725

Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).


https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:3
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/4725

RECONSIDERATIONS IN

SOUTHERN AFRICAN HISTORY | ccBeyond 0%7’

Richard Elphick and Jeffrey Butler, Editors

Wildest Drveams”

The United Democratic Front
and the Transformation

of South Africa

Ineke van Kessel

University Press of Virginia

Charlottesville and London




Publication of this work was assisted by a grant from the African Studies
Centre, Leiden, the Netherlands.

The University Press of Virginia

© 2000 by the Rector and Visitors of the University of Virginia
All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of America

First published in 2000

The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of the American
National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library
Materials, ANSI Z39.4.8-1984..

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Dne
ing the Boundaries: Changing the Terms of Exclusion

van Kessel, Incke. ’ 4 gm:orp oration
Beyond our wildest dreams : the United Democratic Front and the

transformation of South Africa / Ineke van Kessel. 5
p. cm. — (Reconsiderations in southern African history) L
Includes bibliographical references and index. and South Africa in the 1980s: The Events 15
ISBN o0-8139-1861-8 (cloth : alk. paper). — ISBN 0-8139-1868-5
(paper : alk. paper) 0
1. United Democratic Front (South Africa) 2. South Africa— §§nsc of Events: Interpreting the 19808 48
History—Autonomy and independence movements. 3. South Africa— ’
Politics and government—1948- 1. Title. II. Series.
DT1945.K47 1999
968.06'3—dca1 99-39892
CIP

§:

.

¢

Two .
ggles behind the Struggle: Three Case Studies

EE i
osnfusion to Lusaka”: The UDF in Sekhukhuneland 75

aR .
d Is on Our Side”: The Krugersdorp Residents Organisation



)

FIVE
Grassroots: From Community Paper to Activist Playground 224

Conclusion 288

Note on Methodology and Sounrces 309
Notes 315

Bibliography 343

Index 359

Contents

Illustrations

Maps

1. The Northern Transvaal 76
2. The West Rand 151
3. Cape Town and surroundings 225

Tables

1. Standard 10 examination results in Lebowa, 1980-1986 90
2. 1994 election results in Sekhukhuneland, Krugersdorp, and
the Western Cape 306

Illustrations

1. UDF launch in Mitchell’s Plain, 20 August 1983 19

2. Mass funeral, Lingelihle, Cradock, Eastern Cape, July 1085 31

3. Mass Democratic Movement demonstration in Durban,
September 1989 32

4. Funeral of Peter Nchabeleng, Apel, 3 May 1986 130

5. UDF poster of Peter Nchabeleng 131

6. Poster announcing a civic meeting in Kagiso, 1985 177

7. Sister Mary Bernard Ncube after her release from detention,
October 1987 216

8. Comic strip in Grassroots 242

9. Frank Chikane addresses the Grassroots Annual General Meeting

251

vii



cknowledgments

My PEOPLE HAVE in various ways contributed to this book. The Alge-
meen Nederlands Persbureau (ANP—the Dutch news agency) provided an
;. environment that stimulated my interest in sub-Sahara Africa. My first visit to
South Africa, and my first encounter with the subject of this book—the
United Democratic Front—was in 1984, when covering the South African
elections as a journalist for ANP.

This book is an adaptation of my doctoral thesis, submitted to the Uni-
versity of Leiden in 199s. Reconciling my ambition to write a book on con-
temporary South Africa with the obligation to meet the requirements of a
Ph.D. thesis was not as self-evident as it had seemed at the outset. Professor
H. L. Wesseling of Leiden University provided the space to pursue both objec-
tives. Rob Buijtenhuijs and Stephen Ellis of the African Studies Centre in Lei-
den and Robert Ross, coordinator of African Studies at the University of
Leiden, read and commented on the drafts of all chapters. I am grateful to the
African Studies Centre for enabling me to undertake this research project and
for financial assistance with the publication of the book. Annette van Andel en
Ria van Santen provided moral support during the defence of the thesis in
November 1995.

Jeremy Seckings of the University of Cape Town, author of numerous pub-
lications on the UDF, generously exchanged ideas, comments, and papers.
Peter Delius of the History Department of the University of the Witwater-
srand and Tony Harding, an educationalist with working experience in Sek-
hukhuneland, gave useful advice for my work in Sekhukhuneland. Tom Lodge
of the University of the Witwatersrand allowed me to read the draft manu-
script of his chapter in All, Heve, and Now and thus gave me the timely oppor-
tunity to reorient my own research toward local case studies. Eric Louw of the
University of Natal sent a generous supply of his publications on the South
African media. George Moiloa provided background information on Kagiso
as well as a copy of the oral history project on the Krugersdorp Residents
Organisation, which he had undertaken with fellow students at Khanya Col-
lege in Johannesburg. Ann Cunningham and Michelle Pickover of the His-
torical and Literary Papers Library of the University of the Witwatersrand in
Johannesburg guided me through their extensive collection. Razia Saleh of the
South African History Archives helped me find my way through the avalanche
of documents that kept pouring into SAHA's offices and later checked a num-

i



X Acknowledgments

ber of references. Erik van den Bergh and Hans Hartman of the Werkgroep
Kairos in Utrecht provided useful advice in the initial stage of this research and
supplied a regular flow of press clippings and other items throughout the
period of research and writing. Anton Dekker and Kier Schuringa of the
Netherlands Institute for Southern Africa in Amsterdam and the staff of the
African Studies Centre library in Leiden also were most helpful. Thanks are
also due to Sydney Ramushu, who provided me with a written version of his
poem “From Confusion to Lusaka” and consented to its publication here, and
to Lawrence Ntlokoa, who gave permission to use sections of his diary.

Dr. C. E Beyers Naudé lent support during the difficult first phase of this
project. The South African ambassador in the Netherlands, Albert Nothnagel,
persevered in obtaining a visa for my fieldwork after an initial visa request was
turned down in Pretoria. Willem Veerman of the African Studies Centre
demonstrated an admirable patience in the instruction of computer illiterates
and produced the graphics. Nel van Betlehem designed the maps. The Inter-
church Organisation for Development Cooperation (ICCO) in Zeist and the
Grassroots staff in Cape Town generously allowed me access to their files. Parts
of chapter 3 have been previously published in my article “From Confusion
to Lusaka’: The Youth Revolt in Sekhukhuneland,” which appeared in the

Journal of Southern African Studies 19, no. 4 (December 1993), pp. §93-614, and
are reprinted here by permission of Carfax Publishing Ltd. (P.O. Box 25,
Abingdon, Oxfordshire OX14 3UE, United Kingdom).

Ena Jansen, Pat Sidley, Carina LeGrange, and Liesbeth Botha made me feel
at home in Johannesburg. I am particularly grateful to Ena for her unfailing
hospitality and to Pat, who was always there in moments that called for crisis
management. Gertrude Nchabeleng and her sons and daughters provided
another home in Sekhukhuneland. Maurice Nchabeleng was a much appre-
ciated companion in the Northern Transvaal and occasionally also in Johan-
nesburg. Guidance to Sekhukhuneland was also provided by Philip Mnisi,
who met an untimely death in 1992. Laurine Platzky, Eric Miller, and Joshua
James Platzky Miller brought a South African dimension to our house in Leid-
schendam while I wrote my thesis. My husband, Johan van Workum, shared
the ups and downs that marked the production of thesis cum book.

Many people have facilitated this research and greatly enhanced my pleas-
ure in this project by rendering hospitality and companionship. The house of
Joyce Mabudathasi was a hospitable base in Mankweng. Josette Cole and Vi-
ginia Zweigenthal generously provided accommodation and companionship
in Cape Town, Nadeem Hendricks and his family introduced me to the intri-
cacies of left-wing politics in Cape Town, while Anari van der Merwe allowed
me the use of her house on the foot of Table Mountain. Carol and John Vin-
sen, whom I first met during my journalistic explorations in 1984, provided
a hospitable port of call in Durban.

xi

Acknowledgments

press my appreciation for all the people who
inquisitive stranger,
and who introduced

Last but not least, I wish to x| . :
were willing to share their experiences and ideas thb an
who were so concerned about my safety and well-being, nd w :
me to the multifarious realities of this fascinating but bewildering society. My
patiently endured even by those interviewees
historical research, as was eloquently expressed
ined my research

never-ending questions were
who doubted the relevance of
by one young man in Cape Town, to whom I had expla

project: “The UDE:?? Eh, that is history, man”



Abbreviations

AGM
ANC
anti-PC
anti-SAIC
ASCA
AWB

AZANYU
AZAPO
AZASM
AZASO

BC

BCM

BPC

CACE
CAHAC
CAL

CAST
CAYCO
CBC
CONTRADOSA
CONTRALESA
COSAS
COSATU
CUPC
CUSA
DBAC

DC

FBWU
FCCA
FCwWU
FEDSAW
FEDTRAW
FOSATU
FRELIMO

Annual General Meeting

African National Congress

Anti-President’s Council Committee

Anti~-South African Indian Council Committee

African Spiritual Churches Association

Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging (Afrikaner Resistance
Movement)

Azanian Youth Organisation

Azanian People’s Organisation

Azanian Students Movement

Azanian Students’ Organisation

Black Consciousness

Black Consciousness Movement

Black People’s Convention

Centre for Adult and Continuing Education

Cape Areas Housing Action Committee

Cape Action League

Civic Associations of the Southern Transvaal

Cape Youth Congress

Consumer Boycott Committee

Congress of Traditional Doctors

Congress of Traditional Leaders of South Africa

Congress of South African Students

Congress of South African Trade Unions

Churches’ Urban Planning Commission

Council of Unions of South Africa

Disorderly Bills Action Committee

Disciplinary Committee

Food and Beverage Workers Union

Federation of Cape Civic Associations

Food and Canning Workers’ Union

Federation of South African Women

Federation of Transvaal Women

Federation of South African Trade Unions

Frente de Libertagao de Mogambique

X1t



Xty

Abbreviations Abbreviations xv
GAWU  General and Allied Workers Union RMC Release Mandela Campaign
GWU  General Workers’ Union : SAAWU  South African Allied Workers Union
HDA  Hostel Dwellers® Association SAB  South African Breweries
ICCO Interchurch Organisation for Development SACC  South African Council of Churches
Cooperation ’ SACP South African Communist Party
IYCC Interdenominational Youth Christian Club SACTU South African Congress of Trade Unions
JORAC  Joint Rent Action Committee SACTWU  South African Clothing and Textile Workers’ Union
KAFCOC  Kagiso Interim Co-ordinating Committee ’ SADF  South African Defence Force
KAYCO  Kagiso Youth Congress . SAHA South African History Archives
KCA  Kagiso Civic Association F SAIC  South African Indian Council
KCBC  Krugersdorp Consumer Boycott Committee SAIRR  South African Institute of Race Relations
KCO  Kagiso Civic Organisation . SANSCO South African National Students’ Congress
KICC  Kagiso Interim Co-ordinating Committee SAP  South African Police
KRO Krugersdorp [Kagiso] Residents Organisation ; SAPA  South African Press Association
MAYCO  Mankweng Youth Congress SASO  South African Students’ Organisation
MAYO  Mamelodi Youth Congress SASPU  South African Students’ Press Union
MDM  Mass Democratic Movement SATHC South African Traditional Healers Council
MK Umkhonto we Sizwe SAYCO South African Youth Congress
MUYCO  Munsieville Youth Congress SCA  Soweto Civic Association
NACTU  National Confederation of Trade Unions SEYO Sekhukhune Youth Organisation
NEC  National Executive Committee SPCC  Sekhukhune Parents’ Crisis Committee
NECC  National Education Crisis Committee SRC  Student Representative Council
NEUM  Non-European Unity Movement SWAPO  South West Africa People’s Organisation
NEUSA  National Educational Union of South Africa TIC Transvaal Indian Congress
NEYCO  Nebo Youth Congress TUATA ‘Transvaal United African Teachers Association
NGK  Nederduits Gereformeerde Kerk (Dutch Reformed UBJ Union of Black Journalists
Church) UDF United Democratic Front
NGSK Nederduits Gereformeerde Sendingkerk) (Dutch UNISA  University of South Africa
Reformed Mission Church) UNITA Unio Nacional para a Independéncia Total de Angola
NIC  Natal Indian Congress UWC  University of the Western Cape
NOTPECO Northern Transvaal People’s Congress UWO  United Women’s Organisation
NP National Party UWUSA  United Workers’ Union of South Africa
NUM  New Unity Movement VCA  Vaal Civic Association
NUMSA National Union of Metalworkers WACC World Association for Christian Communication
NUSAS National Union of South African Students WASA  Writers’ Association of South Africa
PAC  Pan Africanist Congress WCCA  Western Cape Civic Association
PEBCO  Port Elizabeth Black Civic Organisation WF Women’s Front
PHT  Popular History Trust YCW  Young Christian Workers
rwv Prctoria-Witwatersrand-Vcrccniging ZANU Zimbabwe African National Union
REC Regional Executive Committee ZAPU Zimbabwe African People’s Union

RENAMO Resisténcia Nacional Mogambicana 7ZCC Zion Christian Church



g
74

ZERRR R

B

\\ A Chronology of Rebellion

N

By
N

v

1983 to August 1984

The first one and half years in the life of the UDF were largely reactive. The
Front was formed in a reaction to government reforms. High-profile cam-
paigns against the tricameral parliament dominated. This focus on the tri-
cameral elections meant that colored and Indian organizations within the
UDF were in the forefront of activity.

September 1984 to July 1985

Beginning with the uprising in the townships of the Vaal Triangle, this period
was marked by a groundswell from below. The focus shifted from the tricam-
eral parliament to the African townships, where initially localized protests
around schools and rents gradually evolved into a challenge of the authority
of the local and central state. In many cases, this escalation was provoked by
the violent intervention of the security forces. While the state perceived the
UDF as the agitating force behind the civic protests, the impact of the UDF
on the townships was mostly indirect. Most action was spontaneous rather
than orchestrated.

July 1985 to June 1986

By proclaiming a partial State of Emergency, the government attempted to act
against the threat of “ungovernability” In reaction to heavy-handed repression,
new forms of organization and opposition emerged, such as street commit-
tees and consumer boycotts. The period of “people’s power™ is characterized
by a peak in violence and messianic expectations of impending liberation.

June 1986 to 1988

The second State of Emergency was marked by intensified rebellion and
repression, with townships coming under virtual military rule. After some
months of euphoria when liberation seemed imminent, the opposition
became fragmented and demoralized. By early 1987, black resistance appeared

xvit
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to be at an end, with the UDF in danger of losing authority over their con-
stituencies, most notably in the case of youth.

1989 tO 1991

January 1989 was marked by a revival of a spirit of resistance, beginning with
a hunger strike by political detainees that acquired increasing momentum. The
mass release of detainees helped to restore confidence. The UDF regrouped
with the new umbrella federation of trade unions, COSATU, to form a broad
alliance, the Mass Democratic Movement. The MDM proved successful in
reconstructing a popular protest movement. After the unbanning of the
African National Congress and the return of the ANC leadership from prison
and exile, the UDF lapsed into inactivity, uncertan about its role. The Front
was finally disbanded in 1991.

«“Beyond Our Wildest Dreams”



Introduction

To create a new country, you have to go beyond the
boundaries of the mind.

Transnet advertisesnent

Ix A BoOKLET WrTH BASIC FACTS on South Africa presented to Dutch
tourists in the mid-1980s, the prospective visitor is offered a brief introduction
to the African population. Squeezed in between entries on steam locomotives
and wine routes, the tourist guidebook provides the following information on
the “Life of the Natives”: “The life of the natives is not so easily accessible, as
itis located in remote areas of the country. One can get a glimpse of this native
life in the form of tribal dances, which are held regularly in some parts of
Natal, at the Goldmine Museum in Johannesburg and in certain holiday
resorts. In some rural areas the local black population can be seen in charac-
teristic costumes™! In the early 1990s, a more solid-looking guidebook
informed the traveler about government policy vis-a-vis the African popula-
tion: “When the Union of South Africa was founded in 1910 the total popu-
lation included 10 black ethnic groups who by the late 1960s respectively
ranged in numbers from a few hundred thousand to four million. Each had—
and still has—a territorial base reasonably well-defined by history over more
than a century, as well as a cultural identity, including language, and a dis-
tinctive socio-political system. The central question confronting South African
governments since 1910 has been the manner in which these 10 black ethnic
groups should be democratically fused into the political system?

Both contentions, of course, are equally absurd. Far from being an exotic
backdrop in a country otherwise characterized by modern amenities and nos-
talgic trains, South African blacks in the 1980s acted on the center stage of
society. From the moment of landing at the airport, the visitor would have
been aware that these supposedly “third-world peoples” were indispensable
for the functioning of what has been wrongly labeled a “first-world economy.”
Whatever newspaper the visitor bought on the streets of Johannesburg, Cape
Town, or Durban, the front page would inevitably relate information about
new outbursts of black anger, coupled with dire warnings from white author-
ities. And far from being concerned with the democratic participation of
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blacks, South African governments during most of this century were obsessed
with the question of how to exclude blacks from the political system.

This, however, is the significant point when comparing the official hand-
outs of 1985 and 1992: state publications had shifted from the language of
exclusion to a discourse of incorporation. To be fair, the tourist guide lagged
somewhat behind government policy. State attempts at redrawing the map of
apartheid society had begun in the late I970s and continued throughout the
1980s. But during the 1980s, the “natives” made sure that this time the blue-
print of 2 new society would not be drawn without them. Even in 1992, the
state’s information service had not come to terms with the events that had led
to the much hailed new partnership. The historical survey in the 1992 guide-
book conveniently skips the 1984-86 revolt, the most turbulent period in
South African history since the Anglo-Boer War.

In the past decade, South Africa’s political and socioeconomic landscape
has been profoundly reshaped. The new cycle of revolt was triggered by the
state’s reform policy, which in turn was a response to the changing nature of
the South African economy. A key actor during the crucial years of reform and
rebellion in the 1980s was the United Democratic Front (UDF), an umbrella
for a great variety of organizations that shared a total rejection of apartheid
and a willingness to take to the sfreets in a public demonstration. The UDF
played a vital role in bringing the banned African National Congress (ANC)
back on the center stage of South African politics, thus paving the way for its
unbanning and for the subsequent stage of negotiating and power sharing.

It is always tempting to read history backwards, taking the outcome as
point of departure and assuming that preceding developments were the step-
ping stones in the process that led, more or less inevitably, to the now known
results. Moreover, if the actual outcome correlates largely with the desired
results, the actors in the process are naturally tempted to claim their due cred-
its. With the wisdom of hindsight, the UDF can be depicted as a transitional
front, having prepared the ground for the leaders of the “authentic” liberation
movement to come home from exile and from prison and to take over power.
Once the ANC had taken its rightful position, the UDF ceded its political
role. After some deliberations, the Front decided in 1991 to disband. But the
founding fathers of the UDF initially had much more modest ambitions: they
were cementing an ad hoc alliance to combat the hew constitutional dispen-
sation that the government had promulgated in 1982. As Azhar Cachalia, one

of the UDF’s core activists, later explained: “Look, when we founded the
UDEF, we had never in our wildest dreams expected that events would take
off in the way they did. What happened was beyond everybody’s expecta-

tions.™ This assertion was echoed In interviews with many other leading per-
sonalities in the UDF.

The UDF years have been a crucial episode in the transfo_rmation of South
"African society. Many of the old boundaries of the ape%rthcld state have been
wiped out, at least from the statute books if not always in real life. The pdro(cicss
of partial incorporation began in 1979 with trade ur}1<.)n reforms, 1.nten ; to
draw the black labor force into the industrial barga.Jr.ung sys.tcrr?, in th(;l dogc
of creating a stabilized labor aristocracy whose .polmsal aspirations cfo be
bought off with the promise of modest prosperity. With the center o gravxtc}ll
., shifting from mining and agriculture to manufa'cturmg, the economy cxpn;si;
- agrowing demand for skilled, semiskilled, clerical, and managerial szlﬁAf  the
words of Anglo-American director Harry Qppenhelmcr, the Sou ; rican
* economy was moving from a “labour-intensive, low—Wagc, low—pro uctivity
economic system—typical of industrial dcvclc_)p_mcnt in its ea}rhest stage—to
the capital-intensive, high-wage, high—liroductmty system which characterises
industrialised countries”
th;ﬁg;‘;;iﬁesc demands implied the acceptance of a permanent black urban
population and raising educational levels for black.s. The educatlpnal sy§tcxl‘rl
was restructured in order to better attune the curriculum to the increasingly
differentiated needs of the economy. Rcconuncndatiqns to work t.oward. cgual
quality of education for all racial groups under one -smgle f:d'ucatlor;1 mlfnstrg
were rejected. However, racial restrict;ons on admission to private schools an
iversities were allowed to lapse. . '
© 1I]:Inai:icrl;Sglfcllif)ppcd the illusion tlfat African.v&'lorkeirs cotilld“bc c.05151dereld hge-
long migrants who would exercise their political rlgh'ts in their’ h.ome ands,
the state had to come to terms with the fact that mllllogs of AfrlFansdw:l:e
regarded now as permanent residents of “white” South Afrlca.”To this end, the
state differentiated between “urban blacks” and “@d blacks. Stfztc policy in
this respect was largely based on the recommendations of the Rleker; Cgm-
mission on Manpower (1979). Riekert abandoned one of the ccntr'fxl. 1ctlonsf
of apartheid, namely that there would cvcntually be no blaqf citizens o
“white” South Africa because all blacks would exercise their political rights in
the Bantustans. Urban blacks were henceforth to be trcat'ed as permanent resi-
dents, not as temporary sojourners in “white” South Africa. B}_lt more scc111r1Fy
for urban blacks was to be achieved at the expense of rural Africans, notably 3
the homelands. Riekert favored a strict system of mﬂux control from the rur
areas to the urban centers, with labor bureaus ensuring th.at labor Would be
released from the homelands only in response to dcwmd in the tht.e areas.
While the boundaries around the Bantustans were gghFcnec}), a solution lwa;
devised for the political incorporation of the “urban insiders” The 19821B acd
Local Authorities Act granted limited powers of local government to electe
town councils in the urban townships. It was hoped that increased ol.nportu(i
nities for local political competition and patronage would draw attention an
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energy away from the battle for state power. President P. W, Botha envisaged
an archipelago of semi-autonomous black city-states, scattered around the
white industrial centers: if Luxemburg could be an independent state, then
why not Soweto? The combined set of bills that were drawn up to implement
Rickert’s recommendations became known as the Koornhof Bills, after Minis-
ter of Co-operation and Development Piet Koornhof.6

Having thus disposed of rural blacks and having accommodated urban

blacks, the government devised policies aimed at the co-optation of two other
population groups, situated in an intermediary position in the racial stratifi-
cation: coloreds and Indians. The exclusively white parliament was trans-
formed into a tricameral parliament, with separate chambers and cabinets for
whites, coloreds, and Indians. The 1983 constitution had sufficient built-in
guarantees to ensure that final control remained firmly in white hands. The
Aftican majority remained excluded from political power at a national level.
This unilateral restructuring of the political landscape provided the impetus
for the formation of the United Democratic Front, under the slogan “Apartheid
divides, UDF unites.”

In contrast to the exclusivist nationalism of the Afrikaners, the UDF advo-
cated the inclusive nationalism of the Freedom Charter: Souith Africa belongs
to all who live in it, black and white. In contrast to the long-term policy goal
of replacing the racial stratification of the apartheid state with the social strat-
ification of a modern market economy, the UDF proposed its own utopia of
an egalitarian society, governed by a participatory democracy, strongly rooted
in grassroots structures. However, in the process of contesting this unilater-
ally imposed change in the terms of exclusion and incorporation, the UDF was
drawing its own boundaries, though these were certainly less rigid than those
of the apartheid state. The UDF’s Programme of Action annournced the inten-
tion “to establish the United Democratic Front as the only representative front
representing all sections of our people?”

The UDF leadership frequently spoke on behalf of “our people” or “the
people” Although the UDF could safely claim to be the most representative
movement in South African history, it was clear that not all inhabitants of
South Aftica were deemed to belong to “the people” While the apartheid state
drew geographic borderlines around Bantustans and racially defined Group
Areas, the UDF demarcated its constituency along more symbolic lines. “Who
are the people?” asked one of the speakers at 2 UDF conference. “We have
stated in the past that the people consist of all those classes, parts of classes,
organisations, groups and individuals who form part of or support the strug-
gle against apartheid. The people, therefore, do not consist of one class or race.
Indeed, they consist of persons from all racial groups who have an interest in

poduction

‘ truggle to destroy apartheid. . . . On the other hand, the forces of ap.aLIrthcid
bre all those classes, sections of classes, organisations, groups and individuals

ho form part of or support the machinery of apartheid. This category

cludes Blacks as well as whites™®

‘Here, “the people” are all those actively o.pposa.i to aparth.cxd. Btl;t c;f;:i
people” were more narrowly defined, with Polmcz;l loyalties ai thc dect
criterion. In another widely held interpretation of th.c people; ch 1;; §
ers exclusively to ANC adherents. Steve Tshwete, president of tctile e
order region and simultaneously a cadre in the AN C .undcrgrounft, rec o
« discussions on Robben Island, where he was 1mprls?ned for fi .cer.l Z;

¢ activities in Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), the ANC’s armed w1nl;c;a.11 01T
know, the word “people; it pervades the whole Cha:rtc.r: ‘Thc? pcopl; sh tgpz
o’ and “land to the people’ We had to engage 1n intensive po t1kt11c1sa 1oiai
“because ‘people; as far as we were concerned, are all thgse classcs;1 thosi:) z; -
groups, irrespective of race, coloucri, (:; creed, \.vhsooilatlhh:lf Szgg e

: r a non-racial, united, democratic ] '
hftsf;;ﬁ;,fzt a meeting of student activists from UDF- and AN (‘z;la;hgn?
organizations in a rural village in the Northcr.n T.ransv.aal, the term “the E;:he
ple” referred exclusively to people and organizations in thc. ANC cantlﬁ). .
«Zimzims?” students belonging to rival organizations af‘lgned tol ”cThan
Africanist Congress (PAC), were not seen as belonging to the pfeop gt.c 1 t;z
were just “persons.® The terms “the people” and another U]iF ;vcr; e; he
community” were frequently employed to demarcate tl}e orderli
dichotomy between “us and them” between good and evil.

Race, Class, and Evil

The conflict in South Africa has been depict.:ed as aclash bet\yccrll two nazc(;g:
alisms, the exclusivist nationalism of the Afrikaners versus the inc uzve ?a >
alism of the Freedom Charter, which represents the mainstream } elo og}l/) )
African resistance. Alternatively, the focgs .is not on Afrikaner ideology exrllt
more generally on white prejudice and .pnvﬂcge. In muc.h of the mor;1 rc;cfac_
academic literature, the factor of race is seen as subordlnate. to ansh Aef .
tor: class interest. For this revisionist school, the. ccntra.l fa.ct in Sog'fh :xc:i
history is not archaic Afrikaner ideol‘ogy or white pre]uld;cl.e bu’f11 T; : rg) -
exploitation of black labour by a racially stx;uctur.ec?. capx;i 1sm.h'cal ; anki;n
either/or character of this “race-class debate; requiring a hierarchi Al ranks tlg1
of the categories of race and class, has been criticized by pamapand on borh
sides of the debate.!? In recent years, the focu§ ha.s shifted tgwa; el
structure of racial oppression and class exploitation, allowing for a m
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nuanced discussion. The race-class debate and jts implications in terms of
opposition politics are explored in somewhat more detail in the section on the
historiography of the conflict in South Africa.

A consequence of these theoretical paradigms is a rather one-dimensional
portrayal of the main protagonists. They tend to be reduced to either greedy
capitalists versus downtrodden proletarians or white supremacists versus black
freedom fighters. The more balanced approach, which recognizes the valid-
ity of concepts of race and ethnicity as well as the insights provided by a class
analysis, has the virtue of restoring at least two dimensions to the protagonists.
But in order to do justice to South Africans of al] colors and classes, more
dimensions are needed. Fortunately, just like people elsewhere, real-life peo-
ple in South Africa are not one- or two-dimensional actors; they are multi-
dimensional human beings.

The struggle in South Africa was not only about redefining the political and
the social order. It was also about competing concepts of the desired mora]
order. In his speech at the 1983 conference where the idea of 2 United Front
was discussed, Allan Boesak condemned the constitutional proposals not only
as politically untenable but also as “morally wrong and unacceptable” He
exhorted his audience to join forces, as “co-workers with God;” against an evil
government.!? At a UDF meeting in Kroonvale, the colored township of
Graaff Reinet, a resolution was passed stating that the people were against
apartheid because it was immoral and sinful, 14 When a delegation of church
leaders went to meet government ministers to discuss an upsurge of violence
in the Vaal Triange, they claimed to act on divine instructions. Bishop Desmond

Turtu said the church leaders came as Christians with no political axe to grind.
“We went on the mandate of the Gospel »15
The stakes in the contest included materia] resources, political rights, and
human values, but the competition was equally about access to and control
over spiritual resources. Both sides claimed to be fighting the forces of evil and
darkness, and both sides laid claim to having “God on our side” The conflict
over South Africa has indeed been characterized as “first and foremost . . . a
type of spiritual warfare”16 The God of the N ational Party and the South
African Police was locked in battle with the God of the oppressed. The highly
controversial 1983 constitution declares that “The people of the Republic of
South Africa acknowledge the sovereignty and guidance of Almighty God 17
This is the God of the Afrikaner people, the God who “gathered our forebears
together from many lands and gave them this their own, who has guided them
from generation to generation, who has wondrously delivered them from the
dangers that beset them”'® This is also the God of the Christian National edu-
cation imposed by the National Party on South African schools. In his auto-
biography, Frank Chikane, vice-president of the UDF Transvaal and later
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etary general of the South African Council of Churches (SACC?, gives a
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On the ideological as well as on the actual battlefield, control over super-
natural resources was hotly contested. Describing the battles in Natal between
Inkatha warriors and UDF-aligned youth, one of the “comrades” on the UDF
side explained how both sides prepared themselves for the fight. “They take
muti. They have wizards to weaken us. We take muti, We sing: ‘kill the wiz-
ards’... ... It is difficult to find strong muti if you are a comrade ”27 Speaking at
a cultural conference, Thabo Mbeki (then the ANC director of information)
exhorted his audience to remember what the Zulu king Dingaan had said
when he faced the enemy: “Bulala abathakathi—Kill the Sorcerers28 In
these battles between “us and them]” the other side was portrayed as the forces
of evil, as the Antichrist, as witches and sorcerers, who had to be removed
from society.

The autobiography of Ronnie Kasrils, the head of military intelligence for
the ANC armed wing Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), provides an interesting
glimpse of discussions among MK recruits. Having watched a volleyball com-
petition between two MK teams in which one side invoked mt; powers
(African medicine with supposedly magic qualities), he proceeded to discuss
the subject in the classroom. He told his students about an incident during
Zimbabwe’s liberation war, where the ANC had fought alongside Zimbab-
wean guerrillas against Ian Smith’s white minority regime. A group of guer-
rillas had sought sanctuary in the hills near a village, where they were advised
that a famous sangoma (a traditional healer) would be visiting the village. The
guerrillas were divided on what to do: go and meet the sangoma in order to
show respect for traditional custom and to benefit from the spiritual powers
of the sangoma; or let security considerations prevail and avoid contact. This
last argument was underpinned with the assertion that there was no power
in muti anyway. The outcome was that some of the guerrillas indeed went to
meet the sangoma, who performed a ritual to make them invisible to their ene-
mies and subsequently betrayed them to the Rhodesian army. The lesson, as
Kasrils spelled out for his students, was that magic could not bring safety.
“There was no muti that could make you invincible. Victory depended not
on muti, but on skill, preparation, and the fact that we were waging a just
war2? If the issue, as Kasrils explained to the director of the training center
in the German Democratic Republic, centered on a debate between the pro-
tagonists of dialectal materialism and of idealism, then Kasrils after all placed
himself in the camp of the idealists, along with the adherents of the sangoma.
A moral legitimation, the conviction of fighting a just war, would guarantee
ultimate victory.
In order to build a new society, a new moral order, the forces of evil had to
be driven out. Not only white authorities, capitalist bosses, black town coun-
cillors and policemen, and Bantustan leaders were excluded from the defini-
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tion of “the people” Those who controlled the forces of evil. magic, witches

and sorcerers, were equally excluded. Purging the forces of evil from the bo.dy

of society could take various forms: ostracizing black policemen, boycoFung

the shops of town councillors, and burning government property, smpimpts

(suspected informers), and, indeed, witches. Allan. Boesak proposcc? to exor-

cize the forces of evil with prayer. “If the rulers will not he.ar t.hc cries of the

people, if they will not change, if they continue to prevent justice, let us pray

them out of existence. . . . We do not believe in the power of v.1olencc, but

we do believe in the power of prayer*? Some, however, chose violent me.th-

ods of exorcism. Persons suspected of having acted as informers were pub.hcly
eliminated with the notorious “necklace”—they were burned to death with a

gasoline-doused car tire around the neck. Other cleansing ri}uals were less dra-

matic. During the peak of the period of “people’s power” in 1985-86, the few
feverish months when liberation seemed around the corner, frequent refer-
ences were made to various cleanup activitics. One of the duties of the street
committees in Alexandra township was “to look to the cleanliness, to clean the
yard of dirt and crime”®! People’s courts, aspiring to eliminate crime and to
restore harmony within the family or between ncighb.qrs, were instrumental
in mostly short-lived attempts at building both a political and a morz?l com-
munity in the townships. People’s parks—open spaces cleared of rubl')lsh and
crudely decorated with flowers and symbols of liberation—were the signals of
a new order, until the police moved in to root out what to them appeared as
the symbols of evil.

Macro and Micro Perspectives

At stake in the battles of the 1980s was the contest about changing the bor-
derlines in the racial and social stratification of South Africa. In this contf%s.t,
participants developed their own visions of a future soc.iety, of a new politi-
cal and social order as well as a new moral order. In the birth process of a new
society, symbolic borderlines were drawn and redrawn by rituals of exclusion
and incorporation. . _
This book is an attempt to contribute to our understanding of a dramatic
period in South African history by looking at these processes at a local le\.fel.
1 have chosen to focus on the UDF as a social movement from below, takmg
three local organizations as my vantage point. Part 2, the n}ain bc?dy of this
book (chapters 3-5), consists of three case studies, which look in detail at loc'ally
based attempts at shaping a new society. I have selected .three different settings
and three different phenomena: a youth movement in Sekhukhuneland, a
rural part of Lebowa, one of the former Bantustans in the Northe.m Tfansvaal;
a civic association (a residents organization) in Kagiso, a township adjacent to
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Part One

‘Redrawing the Boundaries: Changing the Terms
of Exclusion and Incorporation



CHAPTER ONE

e UDF and South Africa

We remember only too well the township situation during the period described
as a “period of people’s power” Community councillors left their jobs, and a
huge vacuum was formed. We did not know what to do with the authority, the
power, that had already come mnto the hands of the people. Perhaps history is on
our side mn that liberation did not come then. It has given us another chance . ..
to reflect and develop our position to stronger heights.

Murphy Morobe

Getting off the Ground: 1983-1984

THE CONVENTIONAL STORY of the United Democratic Front traces the ori-
gins of the Front to a call made by Allan Boesak at a congress held by the
Anti-South African Indian Council Committee (anti-SAIC) on 22 and 23 Jan-
uary 1983 in Johannesburg. The anti-SAIC had been established 1n 1981 with
the limited goal of opposing the elections for the South African Indian Coun-
cil (SAIC), an advisory body that the government had devised as a platform
for Indian politics. After a successful boycott campaign by this ad hoc alliance
of Indian organizations, the turnout in the 1981 poll stood at a dismal 10 per-
cent. This campaign marked the revival of Charterist politics inside South
Africa: the boycott was supported by a coalition of 110 organizations that
adopted the Charter for Change, a document strongly reminiscent of the Free-
dom Charter, the basic policy document of the Congress Alliance.!

The meeting in Johannesburg was convened in early 1083 to consolidate the
“victory and the gains” of the boycott campaign with the establishment of a
more permanent political organization.? The Indian delegates decided to
revive the Transvaal Indian Congress (TIC), which had existed in the 19508
as part of the Congress Alliance, binding the ANC in a partnership with

I3
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organizations of progressive Indians, coloreds, and whites. More importantly,
at least in retrospect, it responded to a call by a colored church minister,
Dr. Allan Boesak, president of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, to
form a broad front of organizations all over the country to respond to the con-
stitutional proposals and the Koornhof Bills. In the same month, exiled ANC
president Oliver Tambo had called for the formation of “strong mass demo-
cratic organisation” inside South Africa, mentioning the examples of trade
unions, youth, students, women, and civics, or civic associations. Declaring
1983 “The Year of United Action,” Tambo urged his listeners “to organise all
democratic forces into one front for national liberation

When Allan Boesak accepted the invitation to be a guest speaker at the anti-
SAIC congress, he was not aware of Tambo’s call.* In his speech, he advocated
“the politics of refusal, . . . the only dignified response that blacks can give in
this situation. In order to succeed we need a united front. . . . There is no rea-
son why churches, civic associations, trade unions, student organizations, and
sports bodies should not unite on this issue, pool our resources, inform the
people of the fraud that is about to be perpetrated in its name, and on the day
of the election expose these plans for what they are”® Allan Boesak is a talented
orator, whose fiery rhetoric held mass audiences spellbound, whether in
church halls or at UDF rallies. For this reason, perhaps, Boesak’s speech is
remembered as marking the birth of the UDF, but he was by no means the
only one who exhorted anti-apartheid groupings to join forces. Already in
1981-82, the idea of a United Front was much debated in black political circles.

Only with hindsight did the anti-SAIC congress gain its momentous sig-
nificance. The UDF was initially conceived as an ad hoc alliance, with the lim-
ited goal of fighting the constitutional proposals and the Koornhof Bills.
Although the UDF declaration is clearly inspired by ANC heritage, the UDF
decided against adopting the Freedom Charter. Two reasons were given: advo-
cating the Freedom Charter would most likely invite state repression and
would limit the opportunities of the Front to broaden out to include a wide
political spectrum, reaching out beyond the known Charterist organizations.
The core organizations were clearly Charterist oriented, but the Front aspired
to unite “all our people, wherever they may be in the cities and the country-
side, the factories and mines, schools, colleges, and universities, houses and
sport fields, churches, mosques and temples, to fight for our freedom ”¢ Only
in August 1987, after many of its constituent organizations and the largest
trade union federation had decided to adopt the Freedom Charter, did the
UDF follow suit.

The Front’s Charterist credentials were equally obvious in the choice of its
three presidents: Albertina Sisulu, the wife of the imprisoned ANC leader
Walter Sisulu, from the Transvaal, and two other ANC veterans from the
19508, Archie Gumede, a lawyer from Natal, and Oscar Mpetha, a trade union-
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ist from the Western Cape. The geographical spread is indicative of the lack of

" national cohesion at the time. Regional chauvinism was still so strong that the
3 regions could not have agreed on onc national president.

The extent of direct ANC involvement in the launch of the UDF remains
ambiguous. For years, the ANC had been trying to move bac1'< into main-
stream black politics inside South Africa. One early venture, which hoped to
exploit new space opened by the creation of self-governing Bantustans, was
the formation of Inkatha in 1975, initially actively supported !Jy the ANC.” A
popular front rather than a new political organization had obvious ad.vantages.
A new political organization could be tempted to supplant the hberatl.on
movement, as the example of Inkatha had demonstrated. The UDF’s worklng
principles state chat the Front “does not and will not purport to l;e a substi-
tute movement to accredited people’s liberation movements”® All UDF
activists whom I interviewed were adamant that the initiative came from
inside, while acknowledging that known ANC adherents inside Sout'h Africa
played an active part in the formation of the UDF and that consultations had
taken place with the ANC in exile. . .

Between May and July 1983, regional United Democratic Fro'nt comumittees
were set up in the Transvaal, Natal, and the Western Cape, while provisional
structures were formed in the Eastern Cape and the Orange Free State. The
national launch took place on 20 August in Mitchell’s Plain, a colorefi area
near Cape Town. The conference, which officially marked the f.ormatlon of
the UDF, was attended by about a thousand delegates, representing some §75
community organizations, trade unions, sporting bodies, and women’s and
youth organizations. As more organizations joined in the course of the year,
UDF spokespeople usually measured the strength of the Front in a conven-
ient shorthand: 600 organizations representing two million people. Qn c!oser
inspection, it is impossible to estimate the constituency of these organizations.
Of the 575 organizations represented at the launch, 235 were.bra.nches of t.hc
Western Cape Inter Church Youth, a recently founded organization of which
not much was heard in subsequent years. For media consumption, hc?wcver,
the original formula was eminently digestible. The UDF would stick in pop-
ular memory as a front representing some 600 organizations and two million
people. '

The conference adopted a declaration stating that the UDF’s aim was the
creation of a united democratic South Africa, free of Bantustans and Group
Areas and based on the will of the people. Apart from electing the three pres-
idents, the delegates also approved a pantheon of “patrons” to illustrate that
the UDF could build on wide-ranging support. The patrons included famous
ANC names and many religious leaders, a combination that served to demon-
strate both political and moral legitimacy. In addition to the official confcr-
ence, over twelve thousand people attended a mass rally that gave a standing
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ovation to the defiant reading of messages of greetings from Nelson Mandela
and other ANC leaders in prison.

The Revival of Chartevist Politics

The launch of the UDF was the best organized display of support for the ANC
in almost a quarter century. After the banmng of the ANC in 1960, Black Con-
sciousness (BC) had emerged as the dominant force in black opposition. Black
Consciousness was a movement rather than an organization. Having origi-
nated on black university campuses, it was a movement of psychological self-
liberation that mainly attracted intellectuals, such as students, teachers,
ministers of religion, and journalists. BC widened the definition of black to
include not only Africans but also the other oppressed population groups: col-
oreds and Indians. The comeback of Charterist organizations, which would
domunate black politics during the 1980s, occurred from 1980 to 1981. Unlike
the African Nattonal Congress, the Indian Congresses had never been banned.
But the Transvaal branch had withered away, and the Natal Indian Congress
(NIC) had shrunk to a narrow core of intellectuals and professionals. In the
late 1970s, the NIC was revived by an infusion of young student activists who
set out to build a mass base for the organization by focusing on local concerns
such as housing, rents, and transportation. In the same period, cvic organi-
zations were being formed in other parts of the country.

When the Black People’s Convention (BPC) was banned m October 1977,
the Azanian People’s Organisation (AZAPQO) was launched 1n 1978 as its suc-
cessor organization. The BPC had focused on race, aspiring to give a positive
content to black identity in the belief that psychological self-liberation was a
necessary prerequisite for political liberation. AZAPO moved away from the
exclusive focus on race toward a class analysis. In theory, that would have
opened the way for cooperation with the white left. But AZAPO held that, in
South African conditions, race and class coincided.

In the discussions on the formation of a broad front, problems arose in
respect to nonracial organizations that mcluded a white membership, such as
the South African Council of Churches (SACC) and the recently formed Fed-
eration of South African Trade Unions (FOSATU). The Black Consciousness
position was that white people had a role to play in advancing the process of
change in the white community. AZAPO did not want white people in
“organisations of the oppressed”; nor did 1t want to participate in joint pro-
grams with organizations that had white members. Ideologically, the Black
Consciousness Movement (BCM) and AZAPO were more closely related to
the Africanist position of the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) than to the mul-
tiracial or nonracial principles of the ANC.
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1. UDF launch m Mitchell’s Plain, 20 August 1983. Joe Marks, vice-president of the
UDF Western Cape, brings the Amandla salute, flanked by Popo Molefe and Trevor
Manuel. Photograph courtesy of Paul Weinberg,

Divisions within BC organizations between orthodox adherents of BC and
people who increasingly leaned toward the ANC led to an exodus of activists
such as AZAPO president Curtis Nkondo and Popo Molefe, chair of AZAPO’s
Soweto branch, who found a new political home in the UDE. Nkondo clearly
demarcated the lines between BC and Charterism, leaving no room for com-
promise. Raising the issue of the Freedom Charter, Nkondo pow asserted that
“anybody who deviates from the demands of the ‘Charter’ is a traitor, and a
fraud, or a downright quisling”

Moves toward regronal coordination were underway in various areas of the
country. Apart from the churches, the only organizations that could truly
claim a nationwide following were the emerging independent trade unions
and the student organizations, which—like apartheid education—were struc-
tured along racial lines. The National Union of South African Students
(NUSAS) organized on the campuses of white liberal, English-language uni-
versities, the Azanian Students Organisation (AZASO) organized black stu-
dents at postsecondary institutions, and the Congress of South African
Students (COSAS) provided a political home for black high school students.
All three joined the UDF, but COSAS was to play the most crucial role,
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notably in the formation of a wide range of youth organizations. Student
organizations proved important as recruiting and training grounds for
activists. More than most UDF affiliates, student organizations had access to
a range of resources and facilities, ranging from printing equipment and pho-
tocopiers to mecting halls. They not only had the means to collect and dis-
seminate information, but they were also in a position to work as nearly
full-time activists. Lastly, although school grounds and university campuses
became major battlefields during the 1980s, during at least the first half of the
decade they were preserves of relative freedom.

COSAS, formed in 1979, initially aimed to draw students into community
issues and wider anti-apartheid struggles. A reappraisal of strategy around 1983
led to COSAS focusing on school and student matters and consequently lim-
iting its membership to high school students. The exodus of experienced,
older leaders led to temporary disruption but also to a wider range of youth
organizations. The excluded former students were instrumental in the forma-
tion of Charterist youth congresses, which took off in mid-1983.1% Although
the Soweto uprising of 1976 had been an isolated student revolt, since 1979
student activists actively sought to link up with community and worker
protests. School boycotts, rent and bus boycotts, the anti-SAIC campaign,
the Release Mandela Campaign, the anti-Republic Day campaign of 1981,
and the campaign against the imposed “independence” of the Ciskei all con-
tributed to a sense of optimism about the renewed phenomenon of mass
mobilization.

The need to link up student organizations, trade unions, and women’s
groups, and to link local issues to national politics, was widely discussed in stu-
dent circles. Protest politics was shifting from uncompromising noncollabo-
rationism to a more pragmatic result-oriented approach. The advantage of the
new focus on bread-and-butter issues was that ordinary people could be
involved in building local organizations and that activists were restrained from
marching too far ahead of the mainstream. The drawback was the danger of
concentrating on winning limited gains, becoming reformist in the process.
As student leader Auret van Heerden pointed out in an influential address in
1982: “we need organisations making demands which cannot be met within
the framework of an oppressive and exploitative society”!!

How Broad a Front?

The participants at the anti-SAIC congress believed that the Front could be
broad enough to accommodate Black Consciousness groupings. But although
the UDF provided a new political home for many individuals with a history
in BC organizations, the major organizations in the BC tradition remained
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outside the Front. The question whether Inkatha would be eligible to join the
UDF was initially left open for future deliberation.!? Like the UDF and
AZAPO, Inkatha leader Gatsha Buthelezi had reacted sharply to the new con-
stitution. He even invited the ANC and the PAC to join him in what he called
a marriage of convenience. But by the end of 1983, a bitter enmity had grown
between the UDF and Inkatha. Planned talks were scuttled by clashes at the
University of Zululand, which left five students dead. In January 1984, the
UDF National Executive Committee (NEC) decided that there would be no
meecting with Inkatha.

The criteria for inclusion and exclusion were spelled out in a memorandum
by the newly formed UDF secretariat in early August 1983.1% The emphasis
again was on tae broad character: “There is a place for everyone” But the need
for a “consistent approach” necessitated some guidelines. A requirement for
affiliation was the unqualified acceptance of the whole UDF declaration. The
criteria for exclusion were more detailed. Organizations working within the
framework of the homelands were not eligible for membership, as this was
contrary to the UDF’s stated belief in a unitary South Africa. Organizations
operating within the state machinery at the central, provincial, or local level
were equally unacceptable.

A rapprochement with AZAPO was pursued for some time. But from 1984,
relations deteriorated to the point of violent clashes, although it later tran-
spired that some of the clashes, notably in the Eastern Cape, had been insti-
gated by agents provocateurs employed by the security services. In spite of
its adherence to a class analysis, AZAPO stood committed “to the fact that the
struggle will continue to be manifested in terms of colour, of black and
white”* Two issues—the role of progressive whites and the compatibility of
nonracial democratic principles with the existence of racially based organiza-
tions such as the Indian Congresses—became the major points of division
between the UDF and AZAPO.!

AZAPQ’s attempts at building a broader platform resulted in the launch of
the National Forum on 11 and 12 June, where about two hundred organiza-
tions adopted a “Manifesto of the Azanian People” It declared that the peo-
ple’s struggle was directed against “the system of racial capitalism which holds
the people of Azania in bondage for the benefit of the small minority of white
capitalists and their allies, the white workers and the reactionary sections of
the black middle class” The black working class was identified as the “driving
force of the struggle 16

In the Western Cape, known for its ideological factionalism, the inclusion
of organizations such as the white student organization NUSAS (“The sons
and daughters of the ruling class”) and colored and Indian traders was the
issue that caused a split in the shaky local coalition of anti-apartheid group-
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ings. Trotskyites and other ultraleft elements criticized the proposed UDF as
a popular alliance that would inevitably end up in a betrayal of the working
class. Notwithstanding the rhetoric about the leading role of the working
class, AZAPO, the Cape Trotskyites, and other independent socialist groups
were dominated by middle-class intellectuals. What was the position of the
major organizations of the black working class, the independent trade unions?
They were not nearly as hostile as the ideological puritans, but for the next few
years the most influential grouping of unions preferred to go it alone.

The most important independent trade unions were grouped in two fed-
crations: the Federation of South African Trade Unions (FOSATU), founded
in 1979, and the Council of Unions of South Africa (CUSA), founded in 1980.
The CUSA unions tended toward BC positions, emphasizing the need for
black leadership. The FOSATU leadership took both a nonracial and a militant
pro-worker position, advocating the need for worker leadership. Although
recognizing the leading role of the ANC as the major liberation movement on
ic international scene, the FOSATU leadership strove toward building an
independent workers party internally. The ANC had a legitimate role to play
in the struggle against the apartheid regime, but it was “essential that workers
must strive to build their own powerful and effective organisation even whilst
they are part of a wider popular struggle”!” General Secretary Joe Foster
vizarned against the danger of workers being swamped by the powerful tradi-
tion of populist politics and against the confusion caused by the introduction
into the political debate of “an empty and misleading political category called
the community”!® The United Front formula, so ran Foster’s argument, poses
the danger of focusing on protest politics and the risk of worker leadership
being wasted by adventurist actions.

The UDF obviously was such a front. FOSATU decided against affiliation,
although it was prepared to enter into ad hoc alliances, as in the boycott cam-
paign against the tricameral parliament. CUSA affiliated with both the UDF
and the National Forum but ceased active participation in 1985, giving prior-
ity to the unity talks with FOSATU on the merger of both federations.
Another source of trade union support was the so-called community unions.
Unlike FOSATU unions, the community unions were general unions, not
F)rganizcd along the lines of the industry. They held the view that workplace

issues were inseparable from community interests. General unions like the
South African Allied Workers Union (SAAWU) and the General and Allied
Workers Union (GAWU) did affiliate with the UDF. A single all-embracing
fcd'eration of unions proved an elusive ideal, but in November 1985 FOSATU
unions and the major CUSA unions merged into a new federation, the Con-
gress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU). COSATU became an overtly
Charterist trade union federation, far more inclined to work with the UDF
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than its predecessors. Non-Charterist unions formed into two smaller feder-
ations. During the 1980s, union membership tripled from 808,000 in 1980
to 2.46 million in 1990.1?

The UDF and the unions shared platforms in the campaigns against the
Koornhof Bills and the elections for the tricameral parliament. They advocated
a boycott of the municipal elections under the Black Local Authorities Act,
held during the last months of 1983. Only 21 percent of the potential electorate
voted in this series of elections for the new councils. But the real test of the
UDPFs strength was the campaign against the 1984 tricameral elections. From
this tour de force the UDF emerged as the major force in extra-parliamen-
tary opposition, but it first had to overcome serious internal controversy.

Before the year 1983 was over, the UDF had almost fallen apart on an issue
that has proved divisive in the history of black politics: to participate or not to
participate. The government had submitted its constitutional proposals to a
referendum for the white electorate, which approved the constitution with a
comfortable majority of 65 percent. Next, the constitution bill would be the
subject of referenda among the prospective Indian and colored voters. To dis-
cuss its position, the UDF in December called a National General Conference
in Port Elizabeth. Three options were considered: to boycott the referendum,
to participate in the referendum and campaign for a “no” vote, or to allow
each region freedom of choice. The debate became particularly vicious as it
unfolded partially along racial lines, with Indian delegates making eloquent
pleas in favor of participation. It was argued that the UDF would make a show
of strength by delivering a massive “no?” African delegates from the Transvaal
felt betrayed: calling for a racial referendum would amount to a negation of
the nonracial principles of the UDF. In the end, it was decided to leave the
decision to the UDF National Executive Committee.?

The discussions revealed not only a difference in preparation among dele-
gations but also vastly differing levels of education and ideological sophisti-
cation. The Indian Congresses argued their case invoking Gandhi, Lenin, and
Gramsci. And had the example of the trade unions not demonstrated that one
could operate within the system without becoming a collaborator? Opponents
of participation also used some ideological ammunition. They retorted that
Lenin favored participation because political consciousness among the masses
had been low, while in South Africa people were more politicized. If they were
as yet insufficiently politicized, then one should go out and politicize the
masses. The UDF ought to follow Mao’s recipe: guerrillas of Umkhonto we
Sizwe (MK) should be able to find support bases among the people; they
should be like fish in water. This again brought a racial dimension in focus:
some of the Indian and colored delegates privately made it clear that they pre-
ferred to wage battle from the benches of parliament, not from the trenches
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of the'struggle. The armed struggle was better left to Africans. Illustrative of
lingering tensions and prejudice is a “struggle joke” that circulated some years
latc.r. Within the struggle, it was said, there is a certain division of labor: the
Wh%tcs will do the thinking, the Indians will take care of the money, the
Africans will do the fighting and the dying, and when it is all over, the col(;reds
will celebrate.

At its meeting in late January in Pretoria, the NEC decided to call for a
nonracial referendum while simultaneously allowing flexibility for affiliates “to
oppose the constitution on the basis determined by local conditions”?! The
UDF was finally saved by the government, which—equally uncertain of the
outcome—decided against holding a referendum among Indians and col-
oreds. The failure to formulate a common posttion raised the question of the

nature of the UDF as a front: Did affiliation mean that affiliated organizations
were bound to UDF decisions?

The Onganization of the UDF

The Front had three levels of leadership: national, regional, and local. The
National Executive Committee consisted of three presidents, a secretary, a
publicity secretary, a treasurer, and representatives from the regions. Initiaily
only thcf secretary (Popo Molefe) and the publicity secretary (Terror Lekota)
were paid, full-time officials. Mohammed Valli Moosa was added in October
1983 as assistant secretary. Later the list of officials on the UDF’s payroll grew
to about eighty. The NEC met periodically to make administrative decisions
and'plan national campaigns. The supreme policymaking forum was the
National General Council, which was required to meet every two years but in
fact mc.t only twice, in 1985 and 1901, Convening large conferences became
unpgss1blc under the State of Emergency. To speed up the process of decision
ma!cmg, in 1985 it was decided to set up a National Working Committee
w}'uch in practice became the highest policymaking body. The Working Comj
mittee consisted of the entire NEC plus two members from each region.
Decision-making powers rested largely with the regions, which grew in num-
ber from six in 1983 to ten in later years. Regional executive committees
(MCS) were elected at regional council meetings, where all local organiza-
tions carried equal voting powers, irrespective of strength. The Western Cape
‘Was an exception to this rule, allowing two votes for organizations with a
‘mass base” Decision making involved a complex process of mandates.?? To
a large extent, local UDF affiliates maintained their autonomy, but as the UDF

cl.ev.eloped mto a more cohesive political movement, more organizational dis-
cipline was urged.
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} After the paralyzing participation debate, there remained the more practi-
job of building the UDE. The challenge here was to reach beyond the lim-
ed circle of activists, to involve ordinary people, to “politicize the masses” In
the Million Signature Campaign, held during the first half of 1984, South
‘Africans from all walks of life were invited to make their mark against
\éparthcid by signing a statement. The intention of the campaign was twofold:
tb mobilize large numbers of people in the UDF and to build cores of activists
ith organizing and mobilizing skills. The campaign proved successful in col-
“ored and Indian areas, but for the African townships, where people lived
sinder harsher repression, it was at the same time too bold and too tame. For
those with vivid memories of repression, it seemed risky to sign a document
that might fall into the wrong hands. Those eager to fight the system dis-
missed this petition-type activity as “a waste of time and reformist*?* Elabo-
rate handbooks were produced, exhorting the volunteers to be models of
good behavior. First of all, the UDF needed to become respectable among
apolitical people. “Dress neatly, be polite, do not argue, do not impress peo-
ple with big words?* Although less than one third of the target number was
reached, the campaign proved useful as a training ground for activists who
could then move on to the central issue in UDF campaigns in 1984 the clec-
tion boycott.

Culminating in a series of nationwide protest meetings in the middle of
August 1984, the boycott campaign against the tricameral elections was a
resounding success. In the elections for the (colored) House of Representa-
tives the voter turnout was 30.9 percent of registered voters and 19 percent
of potential voters (the total number of people qualified to vote). A week later,
the boycott of the (Indian) House of Delegates fared even better, with only
20.2 percent of registered voters and 16.2 percent of potential voters going to
the polls.

As part of the protests, widespread school boycotts were held in colored
and African schools, and on a much smaller scale in some Indian and white
schools. African schools had experienced sporadic boycotts since the begin-
ning of the year. With some local variations, grievances followed a similar pat-
tern. Upholding an age limit criterion of twenty years for re-admission to high
schools, schools at the beginning of the year had excluded over three hundred
students because they were over twenty. In numerous cases, students felt that
the age limit was being used to victimize older, more experienced, and more
outspoken student leaders. Other key issues were an end to corporal punish-
ment and sexual harassment, free textbooks and stationery, the demand for
elected student representative councils, and complaints about poor teacher
qualifications. Student protests began with school-specific issues and only
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gradually moved on to the phase of more overt political protest, initially tar-
geting “Bantu Education” and the Department of Education and Training
but subsequently challenging local and central state power.25 On the grounds
of a school in Atteridgeville near Pretoria, a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl was run
over by a police vehicle. The death of Emma Sathekga became a symbolic
marker: she was the first “unrest victim™ in the statistics on casualties of polit-
ical violence, which would exceed five thousand before the decade was over.
Next to clection boycotts and school protests, a third source of “unrest” was

fievclopmg: local community-based protests against rising bus fares and rent
increases.

A Groundswell of Anger: September 1984-July 1985

The first major eruption of civil unrest occurred on 3 September 1984 in the
townships of the Vaal Triangle, a heavily industrialized and economically
depressed region south of Johannesburg, After the announcement of a rent
increase, the recently formed Vaal Civic Association held protest meetings
where it was decided that residents would pay what they considered an
“affordable” rent (i.e., 30 Rand a month). There was no suggestion of a rent
boycott.?6 The call for a two-day stay-away from work was massively heeded.
The events sparking the Vaal uprising took place in Sharpeville, a name that
already stood as a day of remembrance on the resistance calendar. In the early
morning of 3 September, groups gathered in the streets to march to the
administration office where the rents were paid. On their way, stones were
thrown at the house of deputy mayor Kuzwayo Jacob Dlamini. The belea-
guered Dlamini opened fire and injured at least one person. The incensed
crowd responded with firebombs. Dlamini fled his burning house, fell down,
and lay unconscious. He was dragged to his already burning car and set afire.
When police arrived, Dlamini was dead.?” Before the day was over, riots had
spread throughout the Vaal Triangle. The events of 3 September were to
b(?come a familiar pattern over the next few years. Hostility to councillors con-
sntut.c'd the pivot around which township politics were radicalized and the
transition to confrontation occurred.28
This outburst of popular anger coincided with the installation of the tri-
cameral parliament in Cape Town, but the residents of Sebokeng, Evaton, and
Sh-arpcvillc who took to the streets were mostly unaware of the coincidence.
Widespread rioting coursed through this dense cluster of bleak townships.
In Sharpeville, the deputy major and a councillor were killed, while homes of
council officials were gutted; the chair of the Lekoa Council was killed by an
angry crowd; in Sebokeng a councillor was stoned to death. Shopping cen-
ters, gas stations, a bus depot, administration buildings, beer halls, and schools
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were destroyed. Large contingents of police and the army moved in to quell
the rebellion, leaving twenty-six people dead and more than three hundred
injured. This swoop through the Vaal marked the first use of army troops on

! alarge scale in the African townships. At least ten councils agreed to suspend
rent and service increases. The Vaal uprising was to play a central role in the

Delmas treason trial, named after a rural Transvaal town where most of the
proceedings of this longest treason trial since the 1950s took place. Leading
members of the UDF, along with activists from the Vaal Civic Association
(VCA), were charged with treason and conspiring with the ANC. The state
held that the UDF and indirectly the ANC had inspired the Vaal uprising. In
fact, the UDF leadership had been overtaken by events and was largely unable
to provide direction.

These disparate strands of protest were pulled together in a major stay-away
from school and work in the Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vereeniging(PWV)
area on s and 6 November.?? One significant aspect of this stay-away was the
participation of the major trade union federations FOSATU and CUSA,
which for the first time took an active part in an overtly political protest action.
Student activists from COSAS were instrumental in the distribution of hun-
dreds of thousands of pamphlets in the townships, calling on residents to
observe the stay-away. This joint effort of unions and student organizations
provided the basis for optimistic speculations about the newly emerging
student-worker alliance. About half a million workers stayed away from work,
which amounted to about 6o percent of the black workforce in the PWV.

By the end of 1984 it was becoming clear that South Africa had entered a
phase of unrest that would be more serious than the disturbances of 1976.
Alarming footage appeared on television screens in European and American
living rooms, showing white policemen whipping and shooting black school-
children. Western governments came under increasing pressure from broad
anti-apartheid coalitions to move beyond rhetorical condemnation to more
effective pressure. During 1985, Pretoria continued its piecemeal reform ini-
tiatives, but measures such as the repeal of the acts prohibiting mixed mar-
riages and interracial sex were insufficient to restore confidence abroad that
Pretoria was indeed moving in the right direction. The failure by President
P. W. Botha to live up to expectations that he would announce significant
reforms in his 15 August “Rubicon” speech in Durban led to increased dissat-
isfaction with the government internationally and in business and opposition
circles in South Africa. The refusal by Chase Manhattan Bank to roll over the
loans of the South African state was an indication of faltering confidence on
the part of the international business community. Under increasing congres-
sional pressure, in September 1985 the Reagan administration imposed limited
sanctions against South Africa. Similar pressures were building up in Europe,
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but it took the European Community until September 1986 to follow suit.
At the beginning of October 1986, the American Congress overrode a presi-
dential veto and imposed further sanctions.

The UDF made effective use of mounting international indignation. What-
ever the effectiveness of the sanctions, international support and solidarity had
psychological and material significance. Such support offered some measure
of prc.)tection against repression, although this was largely limited to persons
with international fame. It shored up the conviction that South Africans were
fighting for a just cause; and it provided resources. Most of the UDF’s finances
came from abroad. UDF spokespeople displayed considerable skills in han-
dling the media, both at home and abroad. While becoming versed in public
relations, in addressing overseas audiences, and in capturing media attention
with high-profile activities such as a long sit-in by UDF activists in the British

consulate in Durban, the UDF was struggling to find a new role with the rank
and file.

Fwnding a New Role for the Front

After the tricameral elections, a sense of malaise set in as the immediate raison
d’étre of the Front had now disappeared. From an ad hoc alliance, the UDF
was transforming itself into a more permanent movement, concerned with a
broad range of issues. It would take the UDF about half a year to pull itself
together. The organizational structure of the UDF lacked a backup system.
Detention of key leaders paralyzed the Front. In various discussion papers the
UDPF’s performance was evaluated and its future role discussed. Among the
sho.rtcomings werc a lack of participation by workers, a weak presence in the
African areas, failure to draw in the major trade unions, a cumbersome process
of decision making, and weak organization in rural areas.3°

Searching for a new role and a more appropriate organizational formula
the UDF again had to confront the issue of the nature of the Front: Wha;
exactly was the relationship between the Front and its affiliates? Complaints
that ic UDF drained the affiliates by absorbing the most capable activists and
by diverting attention from the organizations’ own concerns, whether town-
ship rents or liberation theology, were widespread.

In defining its new role, the UDF needed to strike a balance between a nar-
row f9cus on national politics and the risk of dissipating its energies in all
dlrecthxons by taking on more tasks than it could hope to handle. The prob-
lematic aspects of the Front’s strategic formula, which aimed to link local con-
cerns to the national liberation struggle, can be seen most clearly in its
relationship with civic organizations.

The rediscovery of the mobilizing potential of bread-and-butter issues was
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one of the innovations of social movements in South Africa in the 1980s. Civic
associations, dealing with everyday concerns such as rents, electricity, water,
and public transportation, had the potential to mobilize large numbers of not
very politically minded township residents. But political activists were needed
to bring out the political content of these basic struggles and to make certain
that these struggles were coordinated into an assault on the state, both at the
local and national levels.

A paper prepared for a 1984 workshop establishes a clear link between
struggles engaging the local state, the central state, and capitalism. The high
cost of living is blamed on market mechanisms: housing, electricity, and water
are so expensive because they are produced and sold for profit. “Our struggle
at local level is both a fight against the Black Local Authorities and huge
profits made by Employers at the expense of residents. It is a fight against
Apartheid and Capitalism at local level”!

Like the UDF itself, civics were presented in the image of progress and
modernity. The UDF was not inclined to reach out to conservative or tradi-
tionalist sectors of society, such as the African independent churches or tradi-
tional healers. Similarly, civics made little effort to link up with apolitical
groupings in township life such as stokvels (mutual benefit societies) and bur-
ial societies. Popular participation in civic organizations fluctuated strongly.
By early 1985, the UDF attempted to develop a more coherent strategy toward
civics. While the Front had only a tenuous grip on township activity, the state
saw the UDF as the agitating force behind civic protests. According to the
charge sheet in the Delmas trial, the UDF had used civics “to condition and
incite the masses regarding emotional issues in the black communities . . .
which are identified as so-called ‘day-to-day issues.”*> However, the UDF was
largely uninvolved in the growing township crisis during 1984. The UDF did
not take up the issue of rents and only briefly was involved with the education
issue. The focus was on opposition to the tricameral parliament.

While the South African state feared the revolutionary potential of civics,
the ANC worried about their reformist character. In 1985, ANC voices in pol-
icy statements and polemics were critical of local-level negotiations that were
occurring between civic organizations and state bodies.?? But without local
deals, civics could not deliver the goods. Popular support for community
organizations was precisely predicated on their capacity to stop a rent increase
or to negotiate an improved bus service. The pendulum between reform and

revolution, between the perspective of a negotiated settlement or an insurrec-
tionary seizure of power, would keep swinging back and forth for the rest of
the decade.

The recognition that the UDF’s campaigns and structures were generally
reactive and insensitive to grassroots issues and militancy led to a strategic shift
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at the UDF’s April 1985 National General Council, held under the slogan
“from protest to challenge, from mobilisation to organisation 3 State harass-
ment hampered organizational efforts, but part of the blame lay with the UDF
itself. It had not managed to effectively harness local forms of resistance.35 The
UDF’s remoteness from the African townships can in part be explained by the
composition of its national leadership. Formed with the primary goal of com-
bating the tricameral elections, the UDF National Executive Committee was
dominated by Indians and coloreds. The twenty-five members of the first
NEC included twelve Africans, five coloreds, and eight Indians.36 The UDF
emerged from its 1985 conference with a newly elected leadership that had
closer links with the African townships.

Forcing Black Local Authorities out of office confronted the UDF with a
new challenge. The Front or its affiliates now had to set up alternative struc-
tures. Civics were being thrust into a new role, for which they were hardly
equipped: they had to be transformed from watchdog bodies into embryonic
forms of local government.

The UDF had proved that it could fill stadiums. Could it also take on the
state in a direct challenge? That would require a coherent strategy and unity
within the UDF’s own ranks, overcoming regional divisions and factionalism.
Black resistance had escalared to a state of rebellion during the first half of 198s.
Massive school boycotts continued in the Eastern Cape, and rent boycotts
spread through the Vaal Triangle. Violence intensified when the security forces
moved into the townships with a massive show of strength. People associated
with “the system” found themselves increasingly under attack. Acts of insur-
gency escalated, and conflict within the black community reached new levels
of intensity with clashes between the UDF and Inkatha in Natal and between
the UDF and AZAPO in the Eastern Cape.?”

On 21 March 1985, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the massacre in Sharpe-
ville, police in the Eastern Cape opened firc on a crowd in Langa, killing nine-
teen people. Intense rioting erupted in Langa and the other Uitenhage town-
ship, KwaNobubhle, leaving ten people dead. On 2 July, the bodies of three
civic leaders from Cradock, a small town in the Eastern Cape, were found.
Matthew Goniwe, Fort Calata, and Michael Mkhonto had mysteriously dis-
appeared a couple of days before. Schoolmaster Goniwe had acquired national
fame as the driving force behind youth and civic organizations in rural parts
of the Eastern Cape, where he was the UDF’s rural organizer. Cradock was
reputed to have a strong civic based on street committees, thus welding a
strong political community in a previously sleepy rural town. The murder
sparked widespread violent protest. The funeral of the assassinated Cradock
activists drew a crowd of forty thousand, with a massive display of flags of the
ANC and the South African Communist Party (SACP).38
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2. Mass funeral, Lingelihle, Cradock, Eastern Cape, July 198s.
Photograph courtesy of Gille de Vlieg.

On 21 July 1985, the government declared a partial State of Emergency that
covered the Witwatersrand, the Eastern Cape, and was later‘ extended to
include the Western Cape. Police and army were given extensive powers to
search and arrest, to restrict access, to impose curfeyvs‘, and to counter school
boycotts. The media were subjected to severe restncnogs. Between July 1985
and March 1986 nearly eight thousand people were dct'amed undftr cme.rgcrtlkc‘y
regulations. Thousands more were detained under various lgws, 1r?cludmg : le
notorious Internal Security Act, which allowed for detention without trial.
UDF activists and trade unionists were the major targets of these sweeping
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detention powers. In August 1985, COSAS became the first UDF affiliate to
be dcclar.ed an unlawful organization. COSAS, the largest UDF affiliate, was
also particularly hard hit by detentions, for the security forces bclieved’that
student lea$1ers were among the main instigators of unrest.
Two major treason trials ensured that a sizable part of the UDF leadershi
was taken out of circulation. In the Pictermaritzburg Treason Trial, ei hlz
UDF executive members, including Albertina Sisulu, Cassim Salojee ’Isnigail
Mohamed, and Frank Chikane, stood trial together with trade unior;ists on
charges of conspiring with a “revolutionary alliance” that included the AN C
and the SACP. Although no acts of violence were charged, the state intended
to prove that they had employed “means which envisaged violence 39 In
Deccmber 1985, the state withdrew charges against twelve of the accuse.d and
1n June 1986, charges were dropped against the remainder. Meanwhile l’lOW-
ever, an.othcr treason trial had robbed the UDF of some its most capab,k: and
dyr}amlc leadership. In April 1086, Terror Lekota, Popo Molefe, and Moss
.Cl.ukan.e were detained by the security police. These three UDF lc’adcrs were
]omeq 1n court by nineteen other members of the UDF and of the Vaal Civic
Association. Central to the indictment was the allegation that the UDF formed
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§part of a conspiracy with the ANC to overthrow the state by violence. The trial,

“which drew intense national and international attention, dragged on until
November 1988. Lekota was sentenced to twelve years and Molefe and Chikane
10 ten years, with lighter sentences for two other accused. The five Delmas trea-
son trial defendants were freed in December 1989 after the Appellate Division
of the Supreme Court overturned their convictions and sentences.

Ungovernability and the First State of Emergency: July 1985-June 1986

The first State of Emergency did not crush the rebellion but, rather, inspired
new tactics and new forms of political organization. Consumer boycotts were
introduced as a new political weapon. As mass gatherings were outlawed,
street committees proliferated, after the model of local organization that
Matthew Goniwe had tested in Cradock. In mid-July a two-month consumer
boycott against white-owned shops was launched in Port Elizabeth and Utten-
hage to demand the withdrawal of the police and the army from the townships
and to force attention on a series of local grievances. From the Eastern Cape,
the boycott movement had spread by August to the Western Cape and the
Transvaal. The new weapon was initially greeted with euphoria. Shopkeepers,
experiencing a sharp drop m turnover, were brought to the negotiating table.
The Port Elizabeth Chamber of Commerce began working with the Port Eliz-
abeth Black Civic Organisation (PEBCO).

But it soon became apparent that these victories were of a limited scope.
Local and regional negotiations failed because of the lack of commitment of
the central government. Moreover, conditions in other parts of the country
were less conducive to boycotts than those in the Eastern Cape. Boycott mon-
itors had an easier job in the compact townships of the Eastern Cape than in
the sprawling settlements of the Western Cape or the huge conglomerates of
the Witwatersrand. In addition, the Eastern Cape townships were politically
and economically more homogeneous. Successful boycott campaigns that
were upheld by broad-based township organizations relying on participatory
structures of decision making served to reinforce the political and moral
authority of the emerging “organs of people’s power” Conversely, coercion,
intimidation, and abuse by undisciplined youth would often weaken support
for the boycott. Bad organization, as in Soweto, also produced disastrous
results. Without consultations and monitoring of black shopkeepers, profi-
teering was likely as township shops exploited their monopoly position to
impose stiff price increases. If white shops were to be boycotted, it was essen-
tial for township stores to be well stocked. But delivery vans became favorite
targets for youth roaming the streets in search of offenders. If the civic was
unable to set up a tightly controlled operation, consumer boycotts could alien-
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ate residents rather than galvanize mass support. If delivery trucks were stoned

and plun'dered and buses set alight, the drivers were naturally not inclined to

s.yr.npa'thlzc with the boycotters. And the drivers were usually black workers
living in townships. The Transvaal bus company PUTCO, which served thé

Foyvnshlp routes in the Johannesburg area, reported 4 drivers killed and 232

injured between October 1984 and April 1986.40 Boycott campaigns could set

youth against adults, residents against migrants, and UDF adherents against
supporters off oftnhcr political tendencies. The boycotts not only tested the stay-

Ing power of white business and white ities;

oo e DD o rsiness 2 hite authorities; they also tested the author-

At the end of 1085, students in many black schools were writing their exams

}mdcr grmed guard. With school boycotts becoming a chronic rather than

Intermittent means of protest, the Soweto Parents’ Crisis Committee was

formed in September 1985 with the aim of getting students to return to school

It approached the ANC to lend support to a “back to school” campaign. N ovs;

the ANC found itself in a dilemma. If masses of black youth failed to heed the

ANCs call, it would be a terrible blow to the ANCs prestige. Eventually, in
D.ecembc.r 1985, the ANC gave its blessing to the parents’ initiative, which le:tcr
w1(.iened into a nationwide campaign under the banner of the N ;tional Edu-
cation Crisis Committee (NECC). Transforming the student slogan “no edu-
cation before liberation” into “People’s Education for People’s Power?” the
NECC called on students to return to school, while supporting their den;a.nds
fo.r a rescheduling of exams, reinstatement of all teachers who had been dis-
missed because of the school crisis, repair of damaged school buildings, with-
drawal 9f the army from the townships, lifting of the State of Emcr>gcncy

}anann.mg of COSAS, and allowing student representative councils (SRCS))
in the high schools.#! The parents’ initiative had some success in getting chil-
'drcn back to school, but this partial success was undermined by cabinet min-

1stc.rs’ reneging on deals and by the detention of NECC leaders, In other cases
police action prompted students to resume the boycott, as is described ir;
chapter 4 on Kagiso.

' Boycotts gave ordinary people a sense of power, but actors and observers
alike coulq become intoxicated with a false sense of power that underestimated
the tenacity of the adversary. Many activists believed that a phase of “dual
Powcx” had arrived, as in the days preceding the storming of the Winter Palace
in St. Pchrsburg. But the pattern of resistance was uneven, and coordination
was lgckmg. It was not the UDF itself but local affiliates and people loosel
assoc1ated'with the UDF that wielded power. Although the South Africax}ll
state experienced a crisis of authority and legitimacy as never before, it was not

on the verge of collapse, as wa
, s suggested by slogans such as “liberation i
$
around the corner”
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Boycotts were hailed as essentially peaceful Gandhian tactics of passive
resistance, but the enforcement of boycotts could frequently entail the use of
physical force and harsh punishments. The UDF did not formally support
actions of this kind, but it was reluctant to condemn excesses and to enforce
discipline within its own ranks. Fear of alienating militant followers and
doubts about its capacity to exercise some control combined to make the UDF
reticent in condemning certain methods of struggle, such as the use of the
“necklace” to liquidate suspected informers. Officially, the UDF stuck to non-
violent methods, but in numerous speeches and funeral orations, local leaders
called on the people to hit back.

The first instance of necklacing occurred in March 198; in the Eastern Cape
township of KwaNobuhle. The victim was Tamsanga Kinikini, the only coun-
cillor who had not resigned. He had wielded a reign of terror with a vigilante
group. This highly symbolic method of purging evil forces from the commu-
* nity spread rapidly throughout South Africa. A year later, the necklace was used
~ asamethod of execution in remote parts of the Northern Transvaal Bantustans.

The most outspoken opposition to necklacing came from church leaders
such as Bishop Tutu and Allan Boesak. They expressed the same concern as
horrified parents, who feared that the necklace would brutalize the executors
as much as their victims. From 1985 on, church leaders came under pressure to
condone certain forms of violence. Frank Chikane conceded that the question
of violence was not important to the people in the townships and that peo-
ple had no other option but to defend themselves.*?

The role of the ANC was equally ambivalent. The ANC’s call to make the
townships ungovernable served as a legitimation for all sorts of violent behav-
ior, from necklacing town councillors to hijacking the cars of the “bour-
geoisie” This is not to say that violence erupted in response to ANC calls.
When the ANC exhorted its followers to make the townships ungovernable,
that process was already in full swing. Neither the UDF nor the ANC were
able to harness township revolt into a coordinated offensive. Nor was the lib-
eration movement able to stop practices such as necklacing, which were cer-
tainly harmful to the ANC’s international image, to its standing among South
African whites, and most likely also to its reputation among a majority of
blacks. The renouncing of necklace executions by ANC president Tambo in
1986 had no visible effect inside South Africa.

More durable perhaps than the fledgling structures of people’s power was
the workers’ power that was now manifested in a new giant federation of
trade unions, the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU). On
1 December 1985, over ten thousand people attended the launch of COSATU
in Durban, uniting thirty-three trade unions. In contrast to the focus of the
Federation of South African Trade Unions (FOSATU) on the shop floor,
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COSATU held that unions ought to be involved in community struggles and
the wider political arena, if only to secure that worker interests would be para-
mount in the liberation struggle. The UDF’s union affiliates had to leave the
Front in order to join the new federation, but this loss was
by a much better working relationship between the UDF
union movement.

COSATU played a particularly active role in the unfolding conflict in Natal,
where the UDF was plagued by several weaknesses, including a lack of African
leadership. Up to mid-198s, Natal had been fairly quiet, but in the second half
of the decade the Natal Midlands and the Durban townships became major
flash points. The core of the UDF was formed by the Natal Indian Congress
(NIC) and by youth and student organizations in the townships. The UDF in
Natal was a loose alliance of small and large organizations with different agen-
das, lacking political and organizational coherence. Civics were virtually absent
in the townships located within KwaZulu and in the area around Pietermaritz-
burg. In the Durban townships, civics had developed during rent and trans-
portation struggles in the early 1980s. These civic activists were an important
source of African leadership in the early days of the UDF, but their organiza-
tion collapsed when it overextended its limited capacities, leaving a vacuum of

African leadership. The dominant position of the NIC proved a mixed bless-
ing. The Indian Congress made a significant contribution in terms of talented
activists and resources, but Indian organizers were not familiar with the
dynamics of township life. Some aspects of the furore caused by a suppos-
edly Indian-led cabal are examined in chapter 2. Here it suffices to state that
NIC dominance and the lack of senior African leadership exacerbated the cri-
sis in Natal. Regional COSATU leadership was drawn in to fill the vacuum,
but with only modest success. Amidst clear signs of collusion between Inkatha
and the police, detentions and the assassination of union members hampered
COSATU’s effectiveness in trying to mediate the crisis. Union leadership
could exert little control over school students and unemployed youth. Partic-
ularly in rural areas, the generational gap was pronounced, with the older gen-
eration resentful of impatient youth who tried to undermine the authority of
the chieftaincy and to force revolution on 2 basically conservative rural popu-
lation.®3 The UDF leadership almost abdicated responsibility for the conduct
of its youthful constituency. Speaking about the violence in the Pietermar-
itzburg area, Archie Gumede, the most prominent UDF leader in N atal,
claimed that “the UDF itself does not have the machinery to supervise the
activities of its affiliates. . . . I am not able to control 10 year-olds . . . the only

people we believe can make a meaningful agreement are these men, the ones
in jail—Mandela, Sisuhi >4

casily compensated
and the major trade
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ow, There Can Be No Turning Back”

n March 1986, the State of Emergency was lifted. During seven {1101}th$ d(:f
mergency rule, about 600 unrest-related deaths were recorded, bringing : dcl
| total number of fatalities over the eighteen months 9f unrest to 1,237. Wi
ebellion spreading into remote corners of South Af_nca, bqycoth ﬂarl?g up,
pounting international solidarity campaigns, and increasing signs of nerv-
ess in the South African business community, the.UDF .fclt zonﬁdent that
oon “the people’ would be empowered to shape their destiny. TEC strccrllitlh
d sacrifice of our people, their will to be free, cannot be crushed,” state the
DPF’s secretarial report in February 1086: “Now, there.can be no turmng
back” Listing the victories, the report recalled that of thlrty-fopr town anl
village councils set up in 1983 under the Black 'Local Authorities Act, 0;1 le
4 five were still in operation after two years of resistance; 240 councillors ha
resigned, most of them in the Eastern Cape.*® But thF report also spcllcdc.l out
that a heavy price was being paid in terms of detentions, deaths, and disap-
s. '
Pea'll:ah[ilsc ;eriod is the high-water mark of people’s power, of tk’:e belief that }f.ep-
resentatives of the people, or even “the people themselves” were marc mg
ahead to take control over certain “liberated areas” These areas were deﬁn;:1
in geographical terms, as with townships that becime no-go ireas. BI;I; e
term could equally apply to spheres of life where “the peop'le were t ln’g
over, as in schools, community media, or organs of popular justice. Pepp fc s
courts signified perhaps the most fundamental cl.lall'cnge' of state authorquf, tﬁr
they exposed the lack of legitimacy of the criminal justice system of (ci
apartheid state. In some townships people’s courts were widely appreciate
for their role in curbing crime, disciplining unruly youth, and ’solvmg éomcs-
tic conflicts. These courts enforced “a new morality, a p.coplis morality that
conformed to the political ideals of their liberatory projects,” thus prcﬁg}lr-
ing 2 new moral order.4® But elsewhere these popular courts were resentcdko;
harsh and arbitrary punishments. Particularly if run by youth, the courts lacke
iti in the eyes of older residents. 3
leg;?lnrl:scgonse to th uprising in the townships, the AN C,I mlllf,ary strategy
switched from “armed propaganda” to the stage of “Peqplc s war” Debated at
the ANC’s consultative conference in Kabwe, Zaml?la, n June 1985,- the con-
cept of peaple’s war meant the expansion of the social base of guerrﬂladoper—
ations inside South Africa. Emotional sentiment h‘ad to be converted into
disciplined support, spontaneous outbursts of rebclhqn needed to geta aslensc
of direction, military activities had to be linked to action on the pOhU; ter-
rain.*” Following the Kabwe conference, the activity of the ANC armed wing
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Umkbonto we Sizwe (MK) increased significantly, but the toll in terms of
guemllas killed or captured was heavy. In reality, MK never posed a substan- |
qd military threat to its formidable opponent. But although its military effec-
tiveness was limited, Umkhonto’s psychological impact was important: MK

fighters provided role models for the young street fighters.

Upder th.e Cf)mbined pressures of repression, impatient youth, and the mil-
lenarian belllcf in the advent of people’s power, the UDFE was becoming more
and more intolerant of those who refused to join forces under its wide

umbrella. By carly 1986, the UDF had excluded its Africanist rivals from “the
Pcople’s camp” and was identifying them as enemy forces. The National Work-
ing Committee, meeting in May, resolved that AZAPO, AZANYU (Azanian
Youth Organisation), the Azanian Youth Congress, and AZASM (Azanian
SFudcnts Movement) had “wittingly or unwittingly become agents of Preto-
rla.’.’ The UDF called on members of these organizations “to publicly disas-
sociate themselves from these reactionary activities and join the forces of
p.ro.grcss.”‘“g The UDF’s attempts to impose hegemonic control were largely
limited to black South Africa. The Front was more accommodating toward

wh1te§ wf.10 had rejected apartheid but who were as yet uncertain about their
organizational alignment.

The Rise and Fall of People’s Power: June 19861988

This episode marks the transition from euphoria to despair. The second State
of Emergency, imposed nationwide on 12 June 1986 and lifted only in 1990

amounted to virtual military rule. Some of the UDF leadership were by nov&:
prepared for a semi-underground existence, but most of the rank and file were
taken 'by surprise when police and army moved into the townships in the early
morning of 12 June. In the first six months of the emergency, nearly twenty-
five thousand people were arrested and isolated from contact with families and
!awy.crs. Although many were released within wecks, thousands remained
unprlsone:d, with the prospect of indefinite detention without trial. The waves

of detentions swept through all layers of the Front: by August 1986 fifty

national and regional UDF leaders had been arrested.* About eight thousand

detainees were under the age of eighteen; some were even under ten. Stories

of t'orture, abuse, and intimidation horrified public opinion, not only in South
Af.rlca but also in the wider world. The exposure of South Africa’s “war against
chll.dren” led to increased international pressure on Pretoria.50 Inside Sgouth
Afrlca, most of these expositions were banned. Press censorship was tightened

with further restrictions introduced in December 1986. Newspapers weré
reduced to printing the bland “unrest reports” from the state’s Bureau of
Information, soon nicknamed the Ministry of Truth.
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aradoxically, as repression mounted, a remarkable series of “meet the
C” encounters gained momentum. Delegations of white South African
inessmen, clergy, journalists, students, and academics traveled to meetings
African and European capitals and returned home favorably impressed,
ding the word that these diabolical terrorists were, after all, fellow South
icans, burdened perhaps with unlikely socialist vistons but not with anti-
ite sentiments. To the surprise of a delegation of visiting South African
inessmen, Oliver Tambo said prayers before lunch.5! The UDF leadership
If had its firsi publicly known encounter with the ANC during a visit to
eden in January 1986.5

The first years of the second State of Emergency were characterized by the
ilitarization of township administration. In addition to the army, the regu-
police force, and a notorious new corps of assistant policemen, nicknamed
jtshonstabels (instant police) because they were deployed after only three
‘weeks’ training, extra-state repression was also on the increase. UDF activists
became targets of faceless death squads and vigilantes.5? Vigilantes often oper-
ated at the behest of beleaguered town councitlors and African businessmen.
> Sometimes gangs of heavies were formed by men who had reason to resent
sthe attempts of youthful comrades to impose their rule, as in the case of mem-
bers of the Zion Christian Church (ZCC) in the Northern Transvaal or the
adult men in the Crossroads squatter camp near Cape Town. In KwaNdebele,
ministers in the homeland government unleashed vigilantes on residents
opposed to “independence’”

At times, the vigilantes operated in connivance with the police. Crossroads
and its satellite camps, where youth activists were driven out after days of sus-
tained battle, became one of the most notorious examples of such open collu-
sion. Vigilantes proved more effective and more selective than the police. Police
confronted protest manifestations with indiscriminate violence, but vigilante
terror was more specifically aimed at the leaders of popular organizations.

Unofficial repression combined with a sophisticated network of state
repression and surveillance. Policy shifted to the counterinsurgency tactic
known as WHAM: Winning Hearts and Minds. WHAM had a two-pronged
approach: elimination of all “troublemakers” combined with addressing
“genuine” grievances of the township population. Upgrading the townships
entailed refuse removal, sewage disposal, improvement of the living environ-
ment, recreational facilities, and new housing schemes. Models of people’s
power like Alexandra, the township in Johannesburg that had become a no-go
area, off-limits to the police, and Cradock’s township of Lingelihle were tar-
geted for upgrading,.

WHAM ideologues ignored that grievances were somehow linked to gov-
ernment policies. Moreover, upgrading the living environment could also
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backfire, as these improvements raised expectations.5* If an a5

| . protests yielded improvements, would no
yield more improvements?

de

had resulted in a rejectionist stance: concessions were rejected as

» e
r.eforms, as attempts to make apartheid livable, rather than claimed as
ries. When sympathetic service o i

encountered disinterest or hostility: “reformist”
because these would blunt the impetus

In October 1986, the UDFE was decl
thereby prohibited from receivin

a lot more than half” of the Frongs income came
rmula of a front again proved suitable to South
fits six to seven hundred affiliates were still able to
while money could also be channeled through sym-
an rights organizations, educational institutions, and

for revolution.

African conditions: many o
raise funds on their own,
pathetic churches, hum

fizzled out,

In defense of its harsh emergency rule, the government cited lower death

did not result in a restorati i
South Africa’s future. The year 1986 witnessed the highcs? zt?ri;(:rﬁ:;eslz:;(g
ina dccade..For the first time since 1978, more people emigrated from South
Africa tha.n immigrated to the country. Disinvestment by overseas com anie
and the international sanctions campaign gathered momentum e

A Changing Pattern of Violence

The bare statistics obscure the ch

anging pattern of violence. In
of revolt, until 198s, e years

¢ most fatalities were caused by actions of the security
b(i)rcei. ljhe second leading cause of death was a category ranked “black on
‘ alck v1olc'n.ce, a convenient but very imprecise blanket term that could
include pc>.ht.1cal feuding between UDF and Inkatha, between UDF and
AZAPO, ngllantc activity, killings of black town councillors, policemen or
suspected informers, or the settling of other scores.
. nlz.ilt st.artmg in 1986, the tendcncy was toward a proliferation of indirect

cts in which more and more groupings were drawn into internecine vio-
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piring middle-
t more protests

Upgrading posed a problem for the UDF because the Front had never
veloped a strategy of how to deal with concessions. The politics of refusal

sham
victo-

p living environment, they often
Initiatives were rejected

ared an affected organization and was

g funds from abroad. According to the cotters had been expelled by the municipal police. Where electricity had been

_ tion for the resumption of services, ending the boycott became virtually
- impossible. Rent boycotts continued beyond 1990 and even beyond the 1994
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ce.56 This trend would continue and progressively worsen in the first half
€ 1990s. However, it does not follow that the state was always absent in
ack on black” violence. Vigilantes, which in Natal could include Inkatha
ups, sometimes acted at the behest of the security forces. In the Western
e, the involvement of the security forces in the squatter struggles in Cross-
oads was blatantly visible even at the time, but elsewhere the role of the state
vould be revealed only in later years.

Although the UDF was badly hit during the second State of Emergency,
state did not succeed in a normalization of the townships. Rent boycotts
ontinued and provided a key rallying point for township activists. Street com-
ittees organized youth brigades to prevent the eviction of rent defaulters or
o forcibly evict people who had moved into houses from which rent boy-

t off, volunteers moved in to reconnect township houses. Once rent boy-
otts had taken off, they acquired their own momentum. Even without the
political message, a boycott of rents and service charges had obvious advan-
tages for heads of households since it augmented family income. Morcover,
since town councils generally insisted on payment of all arrears as a condi-

elections, posing a problematic legacy for the new government.

Consumer and bus boycotts flared up intermittently, but township resi-
dents began to show signs of exhaustion and a loss of patience with the “rule
of the comrades.” which was frequently characterized by lack of consultation
and coercive methods. The comrades had initially gained popularity with their
anticrime campaigns and cleanup activities, but at times the dividing line
between political and criminal activity became rather blurred. The rise of the
comsotsis (a confluence of comrades and #sotsis, or township gang members)
can be traced to the period of the second emergency. Most likely, many of the
abuses were perpetrated by unorganized youth, rather than by members of
UDF organizations. But the distinction was not always evident. The omni-
present UDF T-shirts were, of course, also used by nonmembers, and the
slogans and symbols of UDF, ANC, and SACP had become part of popular
culture in the townships.

The first State of Emergency had left the UDF largely intact and had actu-
ally made the leadership more confident that the Front could withstand stormy
weather. The few buoyant months between the two States of Emergency
boosted confidence as resistance once more could be openly displayed. But the
second State of Emergency was far more comprehensive and ferocious. This
time the Front was badly hit, and to many it seemed like a mortal blow. The
ruling National Party was returned to power with an overwhelming majority
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in a whites-only general election in May 1987, and the right-wing Conserva-
tive Party replaced the Progressive Federal Party as the official opposition.

The years 1987-88 have gone down in activist memory as marking the depth
of despair. But out of this state of hopelessness grew a new realism. The forced
period of lying low and the abandoning of high-profile politics afforded the
opportunity to reflect on past performance and future strategies. Activists
emerged from detention with a more sober mind, no longer intoxicated with
the belief in imminent liberation but prepared to set out on the inglorious task
of painstakingly rebuilding the organizations.

Prolonged school boycotts and detentions of student leaders meant the loss
of an organizing base, which initially had been provided by the schools and by
the now banned student organization COSAS. With tens of thousands of
youth, both those in school and those who had completed school or prema-
turely dropped out, roaming the streets, it was vital to provide them with a
sense of direction and some organizational discipline.

In order to make its organization less unwieldy, the UDF began restruc-

turing its constituency along sectoral lines. The first steps toward consolida-
tion were taken in 1987, with the formation of an umbrella organization for
youth, the South African Youth Congress (SAYCO). SAYCO was launched at
a clandestine meeting of 150 delegates in March 1987 in Cape Town, after the
venue had been changed repeatedly to shake off the security police. Attempts
to form a UDF Women’s Congress faltered, as did attempts to form a national
civic movement. SAYCO, boasting more than half a million members, was
casily the largest UDF affiliate. SAYCO’s cadres were gearing themselves for
a protracted battle. They attempted to bridge the generational gap through
close contacts with COSATU and the acknowledgment that student repre-
sentative councils could not run schools on their own. Schools ought to be
run by “the community;” which meant the involvement of parents, students,
and teachers. Now that liberation was no longer around the corner, students
ought to go back to school to prepare themselves for a future in a liberated
South Africa. The “back to school” campaign would also bring more coher-
ence in the student movement. The school was seen as a more suitable basis
for organization than the street.5”

With the formation of another sectoral organization, the Congress of Tra-
ditional Leaders (CONTRALESA), the UDF moved into uncharted waters.
Chiefs in the Bantustans were widely portrayed as the rural equivalent of the
town councillors: collaborators of “puppet structures? The change came in the
wake of the revolt in KwaN. debele, where several members of the Royal House
played a prominent role in the campaign against independence. Royal princes
sought the advice of the UDE. With the support of the ANC, which had seen
the disastrous consequences of FRELIMO’s (Frente de Libertagao de Mogam-
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ue) alienation of traditional authorities in Mozambigue, the chiefs were
ised to organize their own sector within the Democratic Movement, under
banner of CONTRALESA. ' ‘ -
The eclipse of the Front seemed sealed when, in P(?bruary 1988, it was € Zc-
ey banned. Along with seventeen other organizations, the UDF received a
triction order outlawing all forms of organized activity. By 1088,P. W. Bc:ctha
d withdrawn into the laager, and his envoys were telling the world to 'do
ts damnedest” Also restricted were the NECC and AZAPO: Unrc§t com:mc-l
ed at a lower pitch, without dying down completely. Whlle national an
gional structures survived, the links with local organizations became tcnq—
'ous and participation in grassroots structures c‘iroppcd shargly. Youth organi-
ations could adapt to a semi-underground existence, but civics by thc1'r very
nature could hardly function under severe repression. Qne year after the impo-
sition of the second State of Emergency, nearly all civics had collapsed.

- The Revival of Popular Protest: 1989-1990

A new spirit of defiance was manifested by the same pcoplc' who wcreblozk;d

up in order to silence dissent. By January 1989, a hqnger strike begun y defi-

ant women in the Northern Transvaal had been joined by pol1qcal dctamec.s

" in prisons and detention centers all over the country. By April 1989, ;helr
protest had succeeded in persuading the minister of law and order to re case
nine hundred detainees, including a sizable number of the UDF lcadershlé).

The hunger strikers were probably greatly helped by a stroke of lucl; Thc
gradual palace coup by which F. W. de Klerk Fopk over from P. W. Botha
opened the way toward a liberalization of the polmcal. climate. The emergency
restrictions remained in place but were less strictly implemented. After t}.le
elections for the white parliament in September 1989, De Klerk was sworn in
as state president. With unexpected vigor, he set the country on a brelathtak-f
ing course of genuine change. A first sign of things to come was thF release o

the ANC leaders who had been sentenced with Nelson Mandela in the 1964
Rivonia trial. Rallies to welcome Walter Sisulu anq the other veterans when
released from the prison on Robben Islanti gave an impetus to regional UDF

ick up the pieces and rebuild their organizations.

Ieatil’ckfz ;iorslz signsp of thfe) resurgence of popular protest movements had already
emerged in the early months of 1989, this time without public launch.es, press
conferences, and lists of affiliated organizations. Tf.lc Mass Democratic M(c)ivc-
ment (MDM) had no constitution, no policy guldclmcs? no elected leader-
ship, no members, and no address. The MDM agscrted itself on the strects
with such vigor that it ousted the political wranghng for the white eleilTogs
from the front pages. The core of the MDM consisted of the UDE, COS s
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and a number of prominent clergy. COSATU had abandoned its reluctance to
enter into a more or less formal alliance with the UDE. The trade union fed-
eration could now be confident that it was the strongest partner in the alliance.
COSATU had been hit as well by the successive States of Emergency, but its
organization had remained intact. COSATU “locals” (horizontal, township-

based networks of shop stewards from various COSATU unions) were instru- .

mental in rebuilding the civic structures.

The MDM, in fact, was a flexible alliance, drawing in new partners as the
occasion required. It revived popular protest with a series of “defiance cam-
paigns” against segregation, reminiscent of the ANC in the 1950s. In August,
thousands of black patients demanded treatment in white hospitals. “Open the
beaches” was a popular and low-risk campaign as the holiday season came
near, allowing for protest picnics on the beaches of Durban and Cape Town,
under the slogan “The People Shall Swim?” Repression had not all of a sudden
come to an end, but overall the state—no doubt emboldened by the demise
of communism—allowed opposition forces space to regroup.

MDM strategy was not limited to scoring largely symbolic victories but
was gearing itself toward negotiations. In the context of a changing interna-
tional environment and the series of peace talks on Namibia, Angola, and
Mozambique, a negotiated solution was becoming a realistic prospect. Lead-
ership and followers of the liberation movement were grappling to come to
terms with causes and effects of the fall of the Berlin Wall, but they were not
paralyzed by the resulting ideological confusion. The ANC in effect unbanned

itself before the government followed suit in February 1990. ANC T-shirts and
publications and Mandela pictures appeared on the streets, with police—for
the most part—standing by as impassive onlookers. By formulating a set of
constitutional principles, the ANC gave its allies inside South Africa a new
sense of direction.

The Harare Declaration, published in August 1989, stated that South Africa
would be a unitary state under one central legislature and that the constitution
would include a Bill of Rights. With this move, the ANC gained a strategic
advantage. The constitutional principles were subsequently adopted by the
Organisation of African Unity and favorably received in circles of the United
Nations. With the end of the Cold War, both the ANC and Pretoria came
under increasing pressure from their allies to work toward a negotiated set-
tlement. Because the Harare Declaration was moderate in tone and content,
it also served to some extent to allay white fears. An essential part of MDM
strategy was the broadening of the movement for change. With talks coming
near, it became vital to lure as many groupings as possible away from the
“enemy camp” toward the “people’s camp? Hegemonic control over the broad
opposition took on a new urgency. Speaking on the possibility of a negotiated
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ement, the UDF’s acting publicity secretary Murphy Mor(?bc? stated:
r all is said and done there can only be two parties at the negotiating table
P leaders of the present minority government, the NP, an'd those. of tl?c cbicm.-
ic majority led by the ANC>®8 Contacts were intensified with big busi-
white liberals, black entrepreneurs, Bantustan lcaders? chiefs, and even
mbers of the despised police and prison service. .
roa’c:llzjinmgc out was to culmi};ate ifl a huge “Confc.rence fora Dcmocrazc
re” meant to cement a united position vis-a-vis the government. As
ore, the issue of alliance politics was sure to generate 1deolog1Fal hea::i
wveral COSATU unions expressed fears that middle-c}ass groupings axl)]
yurgeois leadership” could hijack the struggle for .thelr own benefit. The
paference for a Democratic Future finally took place in December 198(91, 30:
ned by the MDM and the Black Consciousn;ss Movement fmd attended by
462 delegates representing 2,138 organizatlpns. Much gf its momelntgm,
wever, was lost in disputes about the criteria for mclus'lon and exclusion.
e invitation to homeland leaders and parties was Pamcu.larly controver-
. Among the absentees were Inkatha and organizations aligned to tthPan
icanist Congress (PAC). The conference resolved to adopt the Hflrareau :}f-
faration and to call for a nonracial constituent assembly representing €

v %eople of South Africa, which would draw up a new constitution.

% This year of transition from semi-legality toward full Icgalizat{on o[fJ glg
ANC, SACP, and PAC was characterized by a new mood of pragmatism. o
feaders sat down with the ANC leadership to make an assessment of the bal-
ance of forces. While acknowledging the milita'ry st.rcng'th of t'he. got\;lcrgrn;le.nt,
they exploited its lack of legitimacy and the widening rifts avlvlisthlél tethc Cxcr;%
camp?” A series of local negotiations prepared the way for talks abou

tral issue of state power.

~ Disbanding or Transforming the UDF? 1990-1991

With the unbanning of the ANC and the release of N?lson Mandela inchb-
ruary 1990, the UDF was once again forced to redefine its role. The mood was
one of expectation, mixed with distrust of the government’s real mter'ltxc;rlxs
and suspicion that the ANC leadership might be tempted to compzlofmlsc Z
revolution. Only years later was it revealed tbat Ncl.son Mandela ha ﬂ?rzj)rr;g
years already been engaged in private meetings with government o 1;1 Z.Of
In spite of the general veneration for Mz}ndcla, in the .polarlzed Czlltmosp ttc;rm t
1990 such a series of meetings would easily have. been mtcrprctc“ asana 1 ”p
by “the old man” to conclude a secret deal behind the .back of “the peop e
Although the unbanning of the ANC had been apnapated for SOH: Eme,
the actual announcement caught the UDF leadership by surprise. It had not
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given much thought to the future role of the Front. For several reasons, a sim-
ple merger of the UDF with the ANC was not in the cards, As long as the tran-
sition process toward majority rule was not irreversible, it would be imprudent
to disband the UDF. Moreover, the ANC—a liberation movement in the

process of becoming a political party—would be based on individual mem- 7
while the UDF constituents were organizations of which not all 4

bership,
members would be joining the ANC. Two sectors of the UDF, however, were

absorbed into the ANC: women’s organizations and SAYCO both disbanded
and formed the reconstituted ANC Women’s League and the ANC Youth

League. Because of an increasing awareness of the importance of a vibrant and
autonomous civil society, it was ruled out that civics or
should be simply subsumed in the ANC.

Within the UDE, three options were discussed: to disband, to transform

itself into a coordinating structure for the organizations of civil society, or to
wait and decide later.® The argument for disbanding the UDF was that the
Front had served its purpose, and now the unbanned liberation movement
could resume its legitimate place. The UDF’s continued existence would only
cause duplication and confusion. The second option was to transform the
UDF into a coordinating structure for awvics, student organizations, religious
bodies, and those youth and women’s organizations that decided against
merging with the ANC’s Youth League or Women’s League. This position was
favored both by activists, who argued that an umbrella structure was needed
to exercise hegemonic control, and by the proponents of “civil society,” who
stressed the need to promote an independent social movement to keep an eye
on the present as well as on a future government. The discussion on the future
role of civics also vacillated between these two poles of Charterist hegemony
Versus an autonomous civil society. One position was that civic structures
should fold since the ANC would now address the needs of the people. But
the dominant position held that civics ought to be rebuilt as independent
watchdog bodies to ensure democracy and accountability on a local level, rep-
resenting all residents, regardless of political affiliation.5! The third option was
to postpone making a decision since the UDF presently had a role to play in
areas where the ANC was weak. If the Front became irrelevant, it could dis-
band at a later stage. This last option prevailed during 1990, but in 1991 the
UDF decided to disband.

Frictions between ANC and UDF and between AN C and COSATU oc-
curred occasionally as the top-down commandist style of the ANC leadership
clashed with the culture of grassroots participation that had characterized
black opposition inside South Africa. Complaints about lack of consultation
were heard frequently when the ANC leadership flew into Bantustans to woo
discredited homeland politicians without consulting the regional UDF lead-

student organizations
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p, or when leaders appointed regional ANC organizers without consult-
UDE structures. When ANC national organizer Stevc Tshwete went to
a Chamber of Commerce in the Venda homclal?d in thc‘Northem;ll‘rans-
a joint rally with Venda’s military ruler Brigadier Gabriel Ramushwana
by the local youth congress.
B??e,;g/ﬁlcgil,yme djssohi,tion of the UDF h.ad become a foregone conc.lu:
an, Its most capable activists were absorbed into .the ANC. For thos.i1 I'l;lSS
out on coveted positions in the ANC, the. civic movement prox‘;l e l;an
ative platform. Paradoxically, the unbanning of the ANC had a ;;18 tl
ing effect: many people believed that they could now rely on tlzlci: ANe 2
ve their problems. It was decided that the UDF vs./ould. ofﬁcrjdlyl s aVr:]h ot_
August 1991, exactly cight years after its launch in M:tchcll S P.am. 1aft
er movements or forums would emerge after the UDF’s dlssoh_mon was d?
decided. A dissenting voice came from Allan Bo§sak, who objected to dis-
solving the UDF. He believed that colored people.m the Western Cape were
left without a political home now that ANC exiles and forr'ner gglslonecris
ith little feeling for local dynamics” had taken over the region. Co orih s
w the ANC as an African-dominated movement. Boesak believed that Hc
ANC should have made better use of the UDF to bring coloreds on bc->ard'. e
feit the UDF should have been dissolved gradually.as the need for it disap-
peared, not abruptly.5? This position, however, was hpkcd to the sPec1ﬁc Pflcl)n-
ditions of the Western Cape and was not shared in other -rcglxons.f ;n
Boesak, the star speaker at the birth of the Front, was not invited for the
K conference. .
Ul?i ssglrtlzl of its numerous shortcomings, the United Democratic irc;nt
. played a vital role during the crucial years of the 1980s. The Front provide ba
* sense of direction, some ideological cohesion, ar.1d a sense of legitimacy by
virtue of its identification with the African Natlona.l Qongress. It ga\: its
broad following access to resources, to media apd Pubhaty, and ;ci kno;;v.- gj“rfj
ranging from legal advice to workshops for printing T—s%nrts. T CIoug in -
mal networks, which could include non-UDF people, ideas and peop Zlc\;rc
culated throughout South Africa. It paved the way for the return of th;
as the dominant force in black politics. It boosted the confidence o many
thousands of ordinary people to believe that they were capable of ch:mgmgf
their living conditions and that organization was the key to change. an-e o
the UDPF’s vital contributions was the foxlfg.mg of a bro?d South brlc-arf
national identity. Regional and ethnic chauvm'mm, so prominent at thz .egtltrll
ning of the decade, had dwindled into insignificance—or so it seemed in 1;
exuberant mood in the first months of 1990. Soon the fau¥t ll’?cs—somc o
and some new—would cause cracks in the “new South Africa!




CHAPTER TWO

Making Sense of Events:
Interpreting the 1980s

Aside from civic leaders and activists, there were four groups who learned
less?ns from the 1986 uprising, . . . First were the academics, whose
fashionably cynical analyses we must scrutinize very carefully.

Mzwanele Mayekiso

AN INTERESTING DIMENSION of the historiography of the South African
liberation struggle is the interaction between actors and authors, It is rare f
the recorders of history to have an immediate impact on the mak.ers of hist o
and, vice versa, for the actors to have an input in the portrayal of their st ug
glcs..Dlssatlsﬁcd over the portrayal of civic struggles in Alexandra in the ;ﬂf
and in the academic literature, civic activist Mzwanele Mayekiso wroteeh'a
own account of the battle for the township, engaging in a vivid debate w'tl}?
his academic critics.! This survey of literature is therefore not limited to :
demic debates but includes the perspectives of contemporary actors acaci
qbservers. In practice, the categories of academics journalists rc})lther Iy ?ﬂ
sional observers, and activists were to some extent o’verlapping ’In the 511? le(;
ing of tbe South African drama, there were few dispassionate ;)bservers. o
Turning to various interpretations of the South African story in the 1980s
we ﬁ'rst'look at the causes: Why did it all happen? And in what type of so i
ety did it happen? In the literature on the nature of the South Afir)ican coill:
ﬂx.ct some ﬁmdamenFal questions are asked: Was apartheid policy motivated
Efé?a::{fy cc;nomlc or by. ideological faFtors? Are we to regard race or eth-
ty itself an explanat:.ton of apartheid, or should it be seen as subordi-
nate to another factor? class interest? How unique was (and is) South Africa??
This debat.e on the primacy of race or class was of some practical relevance f(;r
the actors in the 1980s. If the apartheid state was defined as the main enem
then Fhe opponent could be engaged by a broad front of anti-apartheid forcez’
.If C::lpltal was seen as the prime mover, it followed that there were obvious hm-
1tations to alliance politics.
Next we turn to the mode of events: How did it happen? Then we sum-
marize some divergent views on the constituency of the UDF, its leadership
3
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rank and file: Who made it happen? Under this heading, a discussion
ws on the politics of alliances. Finally, we examine the contents of the
les of the 1980s: What was it all about??

he discussion of these themes is meant to provide a unifying perspective
hie three case studies, which are otherwise highly differentiated. The ques-
raised in this chapter are mostly concerned with the UDF on a national
. In the case studies, we descend from the macro to the micro level, pur-
g the same themes in the local context of Sekhukhuneland, Kagiso, and
e Western Cap..

y Did It Happen? Causes and Conditions

es and conditions sometimes tend to get conflated. Authors commonly
conditions conducive to rebellion, such as an economic crisis with soaring
employment or the oppressive condition of apartheid itself. The mere pres-
e of these conditions, however, is insufficient to induce support for a lib-
ation movement or to cause a revolt by a process of self-ignition. What
yised large numbers of South Afficans to rise up in protest during the 1980s?
fthough much of the literature focuses on material conditions conducive to
ebellion, both the ANC and the South African state were inclined to attach
more weight to human agency than to structural conditions as the cause of

Both the state and the liberation movement had a vested interest in pro-
ecting an image of a planned and organized offensive: the revolt occurred
because strategists had been plotting to strike at the heart of the state. From

against the South African state. The ANC was seen as either the conscious or

the inadvertent agent of international communism. The total onslaught was

% to be countered by a “total strategy;” involving not just military and policing

operations but also counteroffensives on the political, diplomatic, religious,
psychological, cultural, economic, and social fronts.

The “total onslaught” thesis was perfectly suitable to ANC strategists. If the
state wanted to see the ANC’s hidden hand behind each and every riot, bomb
blast, or pamphlet, the ANC was willing to oblige. The image of omnipres-
ence was obviously in the interest of an exiled liberation movement trying to
make a domestic impact with modest military resources. Claiming all acts of
resistance as ANC-inspired acts boosted the image of the exiled movement,
but it did not always suit the internal UDF leadership, which had to face the
consequences. There was no question of remote control from Lusaka, although
the movement in exile certainly was influential in a more symbolic sense, while
cadres in the ANC underground actively participated in the UDF. As the UDF
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came to be perceived as the internal wing of the ANC, by numerous adherents
and the state alike, it was seen as playing its part in this grand design. If South
Africa was in a state of insurrection, this had happened because the ANC and

the UDF made it happen.

Most accounts of the 1980s start out with a description of various kinds of
crises besetting South Africa, which then serve as the explanatory context for
subsequent events. The focus is on the economy, the education crisis, the legit-
imacy crisis of the state, the urban crisis, and —infrequently— the rural crisis.

Subsuming all these crises is the notion of an organic crisis.

The economic crisis, with rising unemployment and declining standards of
living as its most notable features, is frequently mentioned as one of the main
causes of the rebellion. Real wages suffered their sharpest decline in a decade
during 198s. By mid-198s, officially registered unemployment was increasing
at the alarming rate of about ten thousand people a month. By mid-1986, it

was estimated that 8o percent of blacks between eighteen and twenty-six years
of age were unemployed.*

The consequences of the recession were unevenly felt. Rather than an over-
all decline in living standards, a pattern emerges of increasing socioeconomic
differentiation in the African townships. Although sections of the black pop-
ulation were affected by increasing marginalization, sizable numbers enjoyed
modest prosperity. In terms of economic power, blacks constituted not only
the largest part of the workforce but also came to occupy a large chunk of the
consumer market.

The economic crisis, characterized by widespread unemployment and
growing insecurity, and coinciding with the growth of an urban middie class,
compounded the structural flaws in the state’s urbanization policies. Salient
aspects of the urban crisis are the shortage of housing, the issue of rents, and

the role of local government. The housing backlog is related to the migrant
labor system. Since early 1970, policymakers had concentrated on creating
peri-urban high-density living areas—or dormitory towns—in the homelands,
from which commuters could travel to their places of work. This coincided
with the drastic curtailment of all new housing in black townships within com-
muting distance of the homelands. While the state atte

mpted to limit the
number of “permanent urban blacks? there was a dramatic upturn in migrant

labor. The state could not cope with the pace and scale of black urbanization.

In the context of its reform policy, the government aimed at providing
more extensive public housing and public services for a more differentiated
labor force. The state’s urban policy, however, was fatally flawed. Although it
was now accepted that Africans were no longer temporary sojourners in
“white” South Africa but permanent urban residents, no viable means of
financing township expansion and improvement were made available. Town-
ships were expected to become financially self-supporting. Lack of revenue
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e local government totally inadequate, accumulating colossal dcﬁcuf1 “élt[:l
being able to deliver proper services.5 The prol?lc?m was compox;ln e thy
fack of popular legitimacy of the township ad.mmxstratlon. B.ut only u:i i
did rent struggles lead directly to confrontatxon..El.scwherc it was sltu end
school protests that provided the link between limited rent struggles an,
nfrontation. o
\:rcc(;)ucation system was not able to cope with the massive influx 05
ican schoolchildren, nor was the labor market able to ab§orb graduates a;
opouts from the understaffed and overcrowded blacl.c b1gh schools. In the
sos and 1970s, secondary education had been the privilege of a lucky few.
t between 1980 and 1984, African secondary school en?ollment .doubl.cd
om §77,000 to over a million, while thcéstudent population at universities
: ipled, from 10,564 to 36,604
%}o';;zh ::ptiiipexpansion of secondary education was f‘ollovxlzcd by“a Shﬁ“’li
decline in the pass rate for the final exam, known as matnqﬂanon or mamﬂj.
/ 1978, 76.2 percent of high school students passed their exam. Ir'l -1983}1 %s
figure was down to 48.2 percent.” Students’ fear of rePcatedly fa_lhng their
exams contributed to their sense of frustration and at times to their -enthusr
asm for exam boycotts. Simultaneous with the rapid expansion of P.sfrlczn sec-
ondary and postsecondary education, the economy began slowing own,
leading to spiraling black unemployment. For many teenagets, the cxpc;ence
of secondary education turned into a bottleneck of frustration rather than a
- wi ortunity.
mx’ll'd}:)ewg(c)i:glzion th?t’ produced the student movement of the 19805 :laild
some characteristics likely to contribute to their militancy. Demograph'lc \A
the age distribution within the black population was cf'xangmg, producing an
overwhelming preponderance of young people. According to the 1980 censusj
the majority of the African population was under t.wcnty-onc..The new gzn
eration of students demonstrated a strong generational consciousness and a
“distinctively urban youth culture” that was “réla'ltive.ly edgca:gd, t.o.tally urbanl:l
ized, sympathetic to statements of black political identity”® Militant }1outd
action was certainly not limited to school students: dropouts and unemploye
vided troops for street battles. '
yogttttllslesri [Iz:Ztesi began 1}131 1984 around limited educational a.md S.ChOOI_SPeCI.{;l;;
issues. Radicalization only happened in the process. One major qlfference wi A
earlier student struggles was the role of studen:t organization. Thrguf
COSAS (Congress of South African Students), hlgh.school sFudents 1a aall
nationwide organization that could make calls to action evokm:;; a natéorcl) !
response. Its leadership had a clear strategy of using shgrt—term cm?n S :
education as a basis for mobilizing students and theg using thF: ‘lcvc.l o or%an
ization thus achieved as a platform for action on nat.lonal political issues. |
Ideological cleavages within the ruling elite contributed to a sense of mor:
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crisis. When the government shifted from old-style apartheid based on ideo-
logical justifications specific to Afrikanerdom toward technocratic rule invok-
ing a free market ideology, it did not manage to manufacture a new legitimacy.
The Afrikaner’s own belief in the God-given right of the Afrikaner nation to
rule over disenfranchised blacks was unraveling. It was this crisis of will and
the attempted transformation from ideological apartheid to a technocratic,
market-related system of preserving white privilege that opened up the space
for the opposition to organize and expand, thus in turn exacerbating the polit-

1cal crisis.

Race or Class?

What was the fundamental cause of South Africa’s woes? Opinions differed
regarding the nature of the problem: Was it a crisis caused by apartheid, to be
overcome by the political incorporation of blacks and the abolition of irra-
tional restrictions on the mobility of capital and labor? Could South Africa

revert to “normal” by abandoning racial restrictions and simply allowing mar-
ket forces to operate? Or was this a crisis of the peculiar South African vari-
ant of capitalism, racial capitalism? Or even a crisis of world capitalism, which
now manifested itself in one of the outposts of monopoly capitalism (in which
case the recipes pointed respectively to a socialist revolution in South Africa
or a global revolution)? Diagnosis and prescriptions depended, of course, on
one’s analysis of the nature of the conflict in South Africa.

Liberals see capitalism and apartheid as being essentially dysfunctional vis-
a-vis each other. The unfettered expansion of industrial capitalism would in
itself result in the dismantling of apartheid. Industry’s increasing demand for
skilled labor and labor mobility (as opposed to the mining and agricultural
sectors, with their demand for a massive, cheap, largely unskilled or semi-
skilled labor force) increasingly made apartheid a burden to a rational opera-
tion of the South African economy. Freeing market forces would gradually
result not only in economic progress for blacks but also, through economic
empowerment, in their political incorporation.

Revisionists present a diametrically opposed argument: the relationship
between capitalism and apartheid is entirely functional. Characteristic for
South Africa is a racially structured capitalism in which whites have monop-
olized state power to achieve economic domination. From the mid-1970s, the
revisionist school has been ascendant in the academic debate. This debate ran
out of steam in the mid-1980s. Class analysis was not abandoned, but aca-
demics widened their horizon. A new interest in “history from below” sensi-

tized academics to other dimensions of the human experience.

The race-class debate was not limited to scholarly publications. From the
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g70s, Marxist and neo-Marxist thought became increasingly ig{'luer.mai
e syllabi of the “liberal” white universities: Through .student plcll flcatlct)gC
student (and ex-student) networks, Marxism-Leninism ﬁlthc from <

us into the trade union movement, nonstudent yguth orgamzanogs, an :
clei of township activists. As shown in the case studies, youth proved a par

tive audience. .
ﬁiﬁﬁiﬁg on the nature of the South African state had some obvu;us prabc.—
implications in terms of strategy and tactics. Should reswtanl:le 1: rlr;;)1 nl
ed along the tines of race or class? Could only th.c oppressed : ;c sb Oag
wn the bastion of white privilege? Could aparth.eld be c.:lefcate i’( abr d
jance of all anti-apartheid forces? But 'if aparth.eld was just al smo ; tsi;cbe
for capitalist exploitation, then the lcad¥ng role in the str\;gg e'ot;gr o be
ayed by the African working class. The issue of alliance po n;ls inb n xS
¢ question of the ultimate objective of the struggle: national libera
iali ormation.
'. %alil:tc:;njfative effect of the various crises, it was ar.g‘ued, amountf:d tic;ie;
erisis of a qualitatively different nature: an Organic crisis. An (;rfgaﬂms cIr1 o
quires formative intervention: constructing a new balance o o;ct; é new

?olitical configurations and philosophies, a profound restructuring o
and the ideological discourse.!?

How Did It Happen? Strategy and Tactics

The UDF spent a great deal of energy on mobi]i?ing massive numlt))er; o'fI g;t;)-
ple. Less attention was paid to the need to sustain the movement by u; g_
organizational structures that were less susc.epnblc to the baromet.cr o tlpo(E)n
- ular moods. By the time organization building ﬁgured more pr(.)briun;n };1 n
< the agenda, state repression made progress virtually impossible. ot[S) -
protest developed its own momentum, moving far ahead of the strfatcglsbdow
far beyond their “wildest dreams” This ground swell of anger from v
thrust the UDF into further prominence and greatly enhanced the statucrleth
the ANC, but it does not follow that movements or persons who reape . e
benefits of revolt are therefore also its arctﬁteqs. Although the UDF d\;Vas o 62
not the actual instigator of these protests, it became the vehlclcU Da;: tra:de
formed protest into a challenge to the state. In avery real way, th; UD;ncar—
sense of events. In giving meaning to a great variety of sFrugglc.s, e ar
ried multiple meanings, which ranged from a hur'nan rights dlSCOLgSC tE c >
struggle. The UDF meant different things to.dlfferent pFoplc. n? ec};h <
understanding the UDF’s success lays in its ac.iroxt use of a wide range o rclll ! .
Focusing on bread-and-butter issues of }mmcdlate relcvanclc to lor a1lrilZ ;‘(yi
people proved an effective mobilizing technique. But by themse v?s, oc

\
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protests did not amount to a challenge to the state. School boycotts, rent
protests, bus boycotts, strikes, and stay-aways came to be perceived as part of

the liberation struggle only because these protests occurred in a context of §
generalized political mobilization. By linking local issues to national politics

and the central question of state power, the UDF infused bread-and-butter
struggles with a new meaning. By boycotting rent increases or school classes,
people not only demonstrated their anger about inadequate incomes, housing

conditions, or lack of textbooks; they were also taking part in the liberation
struggle.

The binding element in this varie
to the ANC. The UDF’ high
the example set by the ANC in
After its banning,

ty of struggles was a common allegiance
-profile campaign style was in part inspired by
the 1950s with its civil disobedience campaigns.
the ANC had become skeptical about the possibilities for
mass political organization. The exile community concentrated its efforts on
the armed struggle, with political activity relegated to an auxiliary role. The
perspective of the ANC strategists was that of a “future all-out war which will
eventually lead to the conquest of power1!

As a consequence of this strong focus on military action, the ANC was slow
to recognize the new potential for political organization. A strategic review,
undertaken in 1978-79 after the Black Consciousness Movement and the
reemergence of the black trade union movement had indicated new space for
organization, ostensibly shifted the emphasis from the military to the politi-
cal as detonator for a mass uprising. After a visit to Vietnam, an ANC delega-
tion concluded that the main means for developing a popular revolutionary
base inside South Africa should be the building of a broad popular political
front on issues of immediate and material relevance to the ANC’s potential
constituency inside South Africa.12
If this reads like a recipe for the United Democratic Front, it does not fol-
low that the UDF was therefore conceived by the ANC. Members of the ANC
underground had been actively involved in preparing the foundation for the
UDF, but the ANC in exile had nort. The discussion of how to strengthen
political organization was essentially an internal one. Only after the UDF had
demonstrated the potential for popular mass mobilization did the ANC begin
to act on the recommendations of the 1979 review.

The UDF explicitly acknowledged the primacy of the ANC, Nearly all
UDF activists identified with the ANC: even though they were not acting on
ANC instructions, they were doing what they thought the ANC wanted
them to do. For the AN C, the UDF provided a much needed internal sup-
port base. The survival rate of ANC guerrilla fighters increased gradually in

the years after 1983 due to the more fav:

orable political climate and greater
number of people willing to help.!3 The years after 1984 witnessed an unprece-
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ted growth of MK inside South Africa and a marked increase in the num-
f MK attacks. )
‘)c opular uprising in South Africa presented not only new opportuni
utpalEo new problems: How would the ANC control a popular insur-
fon? Only after 1986, with Operation Vula, did the ANC e.xttcmf[f)‘t t:l :c‘; Eg
. ter insi affed by senior offici
ified command center inside the country staf ft ho
¢ delarged with the coordination of both political w%fk a}?d mﬂgaz Zc‘:gt
i ide i al leadership to bo
4 Vula was set up to provide internal | .
cc?viiittlr(zlrltures including the Mass Democratic Movt:mc:;;.‘1 T}TC 1ron§
fihi : C and MK began strengthening an
Fthis slow movement was that the AN ‘ ng and
inati inside South Africa only when the m.
dinating command structures inside tin
rst of thegpopular uprising was subsiding and the government was regain
ig control.
’;fcl): existence of the UDF as an aboveground mass mi)l:/emcnt chatrilgrt;,;i :nh:l
hasis on military operatio
train of struggle, away from the strong emp ltaty operarions ane
iti the height of the euphoria of peop P 3
oward a political contest. At . o s power
ivi i ass action would succee
ading activists believed that spontaneous m ould succeec inma e
ituation i for the government. Reflecting 12 mor
ng the situation intractable e e
i UDF leaders had lost y
ational mind on the events of the 1980s, cic idylhic
! i hy posed a threat not only
about the virtues of spontaneity. Anarchy not on}
;:zta;onal Party government but also to the new government-in w:gtmg.tl .'1(;};1(;
UDPF’s reluctance to impose control was not caused b}:i ]ustt1 ro;nag:x; 231 o
i hip doubted whether 1
ular spontaneity. The UDF leadership '
:éliig enforlzc discipline; if not, it would have been exposedﬂas %rbripcglear;t.the
i i F could operate more flexibly .
In the international arena, the UD . erate :
AN?] The liberation movement was tainted by its ties with thc commixlll?:lst
count'ries which served as its main suppliers of weapons and miialrr}; ::;) Ping
its i 1 But the Front was success
as well as its ideological beacons. success pping
i here public opinion was g
d moral support from the West, w _ . -
:lllate: la‘nllme:thetic to tflg UDF, which was perceived as a nonv1olcnt.?lr.1t1
d l}i ig alliance. By 1987, the UDF itself had a budget f)f over z'ml '10n
;‘f:r; cwith over 200 million Rand donated to Charterlstf orga};uzatlons
e jori om European
i i 15 The majority of these funds came fr
aligned with the Front. A -
’ d some other public figures p
donors. The UDF’s church leaders an proved pat
i iciti hanneled through the
i sful in soliciting funds. Money ¢ ' : h
Zt;;l]ilgtlly(slglc;ecsﬂ of Churches and the Kagiso Trust to Yarlo;lls scgvxccfotrga;lc
i i i d human rights projects also benefite
zations, media, and educational an O a0 B P
i 16 Overseas funding was also essential to sust UDE
rterist cause. w :
r(flt;:sijzloutput of media and its publicity campaigns. InternaFl(l)xlljal s:éltc:a:;tg
ivists insi for its material ben
important for activists inside the country . .
:)V:Sailrglpit also bolstered the belief that one was fighting for a just cause.
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Targeting Audiences: Movements and Medin

Both the South African state and its opponents were engaged in a massive
propaganda battle, on the home front as well as in the international arena.
From its inception the UDF was acutely aware of the importance of media and
propaganda. Over the years, the Front produced a massive outpouring of
newspapers, pamphlets, periodicals, T-shirts, banners, buttons, posters, songs.
It arranged workshops and seminars, engaging the services of sympathetic
journalists and academics for training in both a theoretical understanding of
the role of the media and in the practical art of producing press statements or
newsletters. An interesting phenomenon of the 1980s was the proliferation
of alternative newspapers, most of which were not formally aligned to the
UDFE, but nearly all of which were supportive of the UDF and the ANC.

A conscious decision was made to spend a major portion of UDF resources
on media in order to create a public presence for the Front.!” UDF activists
could bank on considerable experience and resources, drawing from the stu-
dent press, service organizations, the trade union movement, and professional
journalists. Some of the most capable activists were assigned posts as public-
ity secretaries. Leading activists such as Terror Lekota, Murphy Morobe,
Mohammed Valli, and Jonathan de Vries had no background in public rela-
tions but proved natural talents. They were accessible, articulate, easygoing,
and sensitive to the needs of the mass media. In targeting vastly different audi-
ences such as white business, township youth, trade unionists, and interna-
tional diplomacy, the UDF performed much better than the ANC.

In the anticapitalist rhetoric typical of the struggle jargon and much of the
left-wing academic discourse as well, the main newspapers—dubbed “the
commercial press”—were routinely depicted as servants of the establishment,
faithfully reproducing the “master’s voice” Ideological purists would thus be
inclined to give up on the commercial media, but the pragmatic instincts of
the UDF leadership made sure that enemy terrain was not left to the oppo-
nents. In its dealings with the mainstream media, both domestic and inter-
national, the UDF was definitely much more successful than the South African
government. In spite of all the diatribes about the lackeys of big business,
most English language newspapers gave sympathetic coverage to the UDF.
This is a fact often ignored or denied in the more crude propaganda during
the 1980, but later it was readily admitted by the UDF’s leading publicity offi-
cials. “By and large, the UDF had a favorable press,” acknowledged Murphy
Morobe. “Not only because we possessed these charming personalities, but
also because we had some common ground. The UDF saw the press as an ally
in the struggle for freedom of expression. The press was also gagged, so we
had a common cause 18
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The UDF Western Cape region was particularly reputed for its strong

media presentation. Here the UDF leadership benefited from the advice of
some professional journalists. As Western Cape secretary Trevor Manuel
recalled: “Two days before the big launch in Cape Town we rehearsed t.he press
conference with journalists and a video crew. When we watched the video, we

saw that this could not go on. We laughed for about one hour, and thc?n Xs;g
set out to put our act together. To begin with, we went out to purchase ties!
This image of respectability proved most useful in me.dla contacts. Far from
being hostile, tine major newspapers were delighted w1th' this new l?unch of
respectable and articulate blacks, recalled ]onath.an dg Vries, publicity secre-
tary of the UDF Western Cape. In retrospect, he 1c.ient1fjled two elements Fhat
made the publicity efforts of the Western Cape region hlghl.y successful. First,
this region was dominated by a few charismatic leadership figures, such as
Trevor Manuel, Cheryl Carolus, and Allan Boesak. The sccond element was
his own input:
Initially, I did put a lot of effort in my publicity job. .I orgar.lizcd press confcr-
ences, I put flowers on the table, I bought myself a suit ar_1d tie, ar%d at th.at t/unc
I was quite good at my job. I had the gift to come up with the right clichés at
the right moment. I could deliver what the media wanted. We also h.ad a gqod
budget for media. . . . I cultivated contacts at the news'papcrs,.l took journalists
out to lunch, I made them feel special. I gave them the impression th.at they were
getting special treatment, being the first to get information.. The liberal r.nedla
were anyway against apartheid, and we got quite syxl}pathc.nc coverage. Liberal
media are always in search of respectable darkies to interview, to invite to par-
ties. The commercial press was by and large sympathetic; they played the role we
wanted them to play.?

The UDF publicity managers had every reason to look back with satisfact}on
on media performance in the 1980s. The propagan.da eff_ort \Zas effective,
agreed Mohammed Valli, one of the UDF’s strategic brains: “Most of the
time, the UDF was barking louder than it could bite”?! The UDF won the
propaganda battle. . .

It was precisely the high-visibility profile of the UDF and its massive prop-
aganda campaign that were cited as reasons for the 1986 government de.c1-
sion to declare the UDF an affected organization, thus bax?nmg'the receipt
of foreign funding. New restrictions against the media, mainly almcd. at tl.le
alternative press, were announced in August 1987. Elen_lcnts of the media, said
Stoffel Botha, the minister of home affairs, “are generating suppqrt for the rev-
olutionary organisations through idolising and pr.opagating their symb.ols .
and their symbols are those of revolution”?? This was, of course, quite cor-
rect. When Botha referred to the media activists of the alternative press as
“media terrorists” the insulted party could not agree more. “We glowed with



58

pride. We even printed it on T-shirt i i i
the legend: I anP: a media tc:rrorist.’”stand entinto the ownships spreading
Adli Jacobs, who worked for one of Grassrots’s offshoots, the rather dog-

matic leftist magazine New Era, later wrote a critical asses’smcnt: “In ofr
attempts to hang apartheid and its perpetrators we became infected by the very
methods—and perhaps values—that we found abhorrent” Fighting back from
a cornered position, the media activists employed the weapons nearest at
hand: stereotyped images and clichéd rhetoric, “charismatic revolutiona
leaders, clenched fists, toyi-toying crowds, rabid police, casspirs barricadz
an.d flaming townships with the echoes of ‘we the people’ and ‘izorward to
this, fox.'ward to that”” Support for progressive organizations was given with-
out asking questions. In the process, the popular support for these organiza-
tions was often overestimated. As Jacobs frankly acknowledged, the ANC and
the Ma'ss Democratic Movement were falsely presented as bein>g interchange-
able Wltl:l “the people” “We need to acknowledge that we are not ‘the peo-
plé,’ nor 1s any single political organisation, or all of them put together™?* But
this §ober assessment could only be aired in the post-February 1990 period
Durmg the 1980s, the alternative media did not question their position on tht;
side of the people, truth, and history.

Who Made It Happen? The Actors

Commenting on the outbreak of violence in the Vaal Triangle, the Citizen
newspaper described the actors as an irrational mob on the rampage. “When
B.Iacks I'l(.)t, Fhey turn on other Blacks, razing their homes, looting shops, rob-
bing, maiming and killing other Blacks 25 From a different perspective )UDF
general secretary Popo Molefe gave credit to the actors in the 1980s for f,lavin
won their own liberation: “The masses are the makers of history”26 These dig
feran perceptions have nevertheless one element in common: the actors are
pcrgelved as an undifferentiated mass of anonymous faces. These broad cate-
gories of “the masses,” “blacks” “the oppressed,” the “underclass.” “the peo-
ple” “workers,” and “youth,” are typical of the discourse of the 1’980s. V[:’ho
eti;zu;;l?; :;/cre the people who helped to transform the political landscape in
. Were the agents of change located within the ruling elite or among the sub-
ject pépll%adon? Reform initiatives by the ruling elite created the space for the
extra-institutional opposition to regroup forces and mobilize a protest move-
ment that mounted a fundamental challenge to the apartheid state.

chcra.l authors have focused on the class composition of the UDF in order
to gauge its revolutionary potential. Apart from its academic interest, this issue

“Beyond Our Wildest Dreams”

whing Sense of Events 59

evidently of vital importance to those who wanted to carry the struggle
yond national liberation to a socialist transformation. In these analyses,
ome basic questions are raised: How divisible is the black working class?
How co-optable is the petty bourgeoisie? Would the class base of today’s
fances determine which class would rule a post-apartheid society? From a
dical perspective, the pivotal role in the revolt is attributed to the proletariat,
which had nothing to lose but its chains. Authors with non-Marxist creden-
dals tend to look elsewhere: to the aspiring middle class, which saw its ambi-
tions frustratec.

Allowing for some regional differentiation, it has been argued that, while
the UDF was largely a movement of the poor, a disproportionate share of the
original UDF leadership came from a radicalized middle-class intelligentsia
| who spoke a language removed from working-class experience and culture.?’
. Another argument defends the UDF against allegations of “petty bourgeois”
| leadership and demonstrates that the working class was strongly represented
in the regional executives.?® The UDF leadership in six regions reflected the
existence of both a working class and an intellectual/professional leadership.

Saul and Gelb’s analysis of the class map of South Africa and the social com-
position of the liberation movement is typical of numerous publications in
which the petty bourgeoisie is cast in the role of potential traitor, ready to
' betray the revolutionary cause and to abandon their working-class allies in
favor of a reformed, nonracial capitalism.29 With such an evil image, it is small
wonder that the UDF and its advocates hastened to reject the dreaded label
“petty bourgeois” Other authors, to whom social revolution is a less entic-
ing project, take a more positive view of the role of the petty bourgeoisie. Not
the proletariat, but the aspiring middle class is here perceived as the driving
force.?0 The revolutionary potential is mostly concentrated among the youth
and the intelligentsia.

Anthony Marx asserts that recessions have a radicalizing effect on paupers
and on the working class but less of an effect on the black middle class, which
is careful not to lose its advantages. He sees the urban poor as the most mili-
tant section, citing as examples the 1976-77 unrest and the 198487 revolt.3!
This, as shown later in the book, is doubtful. The more vulnerable groups are
precisely the ones less inclined to expose themselves to the risks of collective
action and confrontational politics. Migrant workers proved a fertile recruit-
ing ground for conservative forces, both in 1976 and in the 1980s. Squatters at
times have been led to direct their frustrations against their better-off town-
ship neighbors, rather than against the forces of the state. Nor is it clear why
the working class is lumped together with the marginalized poor. Workers
with permanent jobs also stood to lose a lot in times of recession.

giips g iy 7
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Race and Class: Who Ave “the People”?

In ANC 1dc.ology, the principle of nonracialism had to be reconciled with tw:
more doctrines: African leadership and working-class leadership. African lead(?
ership was not mentioned in the Declaration or the Working Princi les of th
UDE Hov.vc'ver, after some frictions caused by the dominance of Ilr)ldjan a.ng
colored activists in the early years of the battle against the tricameral parliament
the 1985 Ngnonal General Council of the UDF adopted the principle of Afric ,
leadership in addition to the earlier proclaimed principle of nonracialism "
UDF publications gave different connotations to “the people” In r;luch
of Fhe UDPFs discourse, “the people” are those on “our side” with ;)ﬁdcal loy-
?thlC? as.the decisive test. But the term is also frequendy’ used vf;ith a raciZl
%mphcatxon: “the people” are “blacks” or “oppressed South Africans” Defend-
ing the UDF against accusations of populism, the UDF’s theoretic‘al journal
Isizwe gave the following justification: “It is important to undcrstauid how
WE use the term ‘the people? We use this term to distinguish between the two
mazor camps in our society—the enemy camp and the people’s camp. The peo-
ple’s camp s made up of the overwhelming majority of South Africans—pthe
black wgrkmg class, the rural masses, the black petty bourgeoisie (traders), and
black. middle strata (clerks, teachers, nurses, intellectuals). The people’s c’am
also 1nc1uc.1¢s several thousand whites who stand shoulder to shpoulder in
struggle with the majority”2 The article then goes on to explain that the UDI;1
aspires to a broad popular alliance, which ought not to be confused with a
populist movement. The UDF has identified the working class as the leadin
clas's, as the “key to victory for the whole people’s camp.” Because of its “s :
entific understanding” of different class interests within this broad allianCl_
the UDF ought not to be accused of populism, which is “an ideolo tl;C,
obscures? class and other differences within the broad ranks of the eoglye ”3: t
A§ w1‘th “petty bourgeoisie,” “populism” was a notion from V}\)rhifh .ro-
gressive intellectuals sought to distance themselves, reserving these labclf f
rfval movements. Left-wing critics of the UDF and the ANC aimed their co'r
tique at thcxr' Populist rhetoric, which invokes “the will of the people” asr :
:IC;IIJ;CC of legmmacy. They rightly point out that “the people” are far from
ho “E)hgecneouls. Put it is not helpful to simply substitute “the working class”
e t}})lco[t)h e! The.uncrmcal use of the notion of a working class obscures
1 at the working class was not homogeneous either. Nor was it always
clear what was meant by “the working class” Sometimes it seemed to 'mclu(}i,
only the trade union membership, while on other occasions “black” was :1
as synonymous with “working class” -
Similar to “the people” or “our people.” “the community” was another term
used by the UDF to appropriate support and to claim an exclusive legitimacy.
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many instances, self-appointed “community leaders™ articulated the sup-
sed needs of “the people” Analysts have distinguished between a bottom-
p process of slow politicization, resulting in well-organized structures of
idents with a community of purpose and action such as in the small towns
Cradock and Port Alfred, and a top-down approach of mass actions imposed
g:»y national or regional leaders on local residents without adequate consulta-
on and organizations, as exemplified by some consumer boycotts. The
boundaries of communities are symbolic and exist by virtue of people’s belief
in them. Com.nunities are not static, but dynamic. Certain events, such as an

ernal threat, might engender a community spirit, but this is mostly a pass-
34

ing phenomenon.
Although the UDF was conceived as an inclusive front, it was not a polit-

¥cal home for all South Africans opposed to apartheid. As we have seen, some

opposition groupings preferred to stay outside the UDF ambit. The main

trade unions jealously guarded their autonomy, although a better working

relationship developed in the second half of the decade. Liberal whites were
mostly reluctant to fully associate themselves with this increasingly radical
social movement but found common platforms on anti-apartheid and human
rights issues. Big business could not be an ally, for “the UDF believes that
there is an international conspiracy among the South African government, cer-
tain foreign governments, foreign and local big business to continue the
oppression and exploitation of the majority in South Africa in one form or
another”35 Big business was not a potential ally, but it could be lured away
from Botha’s cul-de-sac policies. The UDF approached business with appeals
to denounce government policies and solicited support for its positions. The
Front also benefited from some material support from business circles.

Big business was by definition white business. What about black—and
mostly small—business? With very few exceptions, such as the Western Cape
Traders’ Association, organizations of businesspeople did not join the UDF.
At the local level, working relationships often developed between community
organizations and associations of traders, taverners, and taxi owners. The
UDF cannot be said to have had a business component, although it did main-
tain contacts at various levels. By the late 1980s, the UDF was reaching out
to black business associations in order to further broaden its base.

Some sections of South African society were notably absent, both from the
UDF structures and from the discussions on organizational strategy. For
example, hovering on the margins of the UDF are the African independent
churches, domestic workers, farm laborers, migrant workers, and squatters.
Although the rapid growth of trade unions brought substantial improvements
for migrant workers along with changes in the balance of power in the

migrant hostels, the migrants by and large remained marginal to the concerns
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of civic associations and the UDF. Most community mobilization concerned
issues of little interest to migrants, with some exceptions, such as transporta-
tion. Migrants felt that their interests were properly represented by trade
unions that operated with democratic elections and mandates from the mem-
bership, but migrants were often distrustful of community organizations.
There was a widespread feeling that many urban residents were profiteering
from the disadvantages of the migrants. Residents were seen as relatively priv-
ileged and uncaring about issues of pressing concern to the migrants, such as
nflux control and the contract system, which did not allow them to seek jobs
other than at their allocated places of work.

During the outbreak of violence between residents and hostel dwellers in
1990, ethnicity came to the fore as a powerful force. Home-based allegiances
often proved stronger than the communality of working-class interests. Eth-
nic identities provided the link with the rural home base. Community organ-
1zations in the 1980s were urban centered, focusing on issues concerning
permanent urban residents. Hostel dwellers became more marginalized as
organizations hardly attempted, let alone succeeded, to translate rural and
migrant experiences into the national political program. This marginalization
was reinforced by the popular strategies of stay-aways and rent boycotts. Hos-
tel dwellers felt that they had not been consulted and that their interests were
not represented in the civic. Many saw the civic as an organ of the ANC, not
as a neutral body accommodating the interests of all people. They disapproved
of township lifestyle and culture and particularly of the cheeky comrades who
showed such disrespect for elders. Zulu hostel dwellers interviewed in a sur-

vey on the East Rand categorically placed the youth at the center of their alien-
ation from the township: the role of youth in enforcing stay-aways and
boycotts was seen as particularly obnoxious. 36
Unlike migrants, squatters see themselves as permanent dwellers in urban
areas and in peri-urban areas, where vast dormitory towns existed in the midst
of rural settings. Most squatters in the 1980s were not recent arrivals from
rural areas but were long-settled inhabitants of the PWV, New waves of rural
migrants began arriving in substantial numbers only at the end of the 1980s.
Like migrant labor, squatting is not a marginal affair but involves millions of
South Africans. Until 1989, squatters were less overtly confrontational toward
the state than township residents. Many were illegal dwellers and therefore
vulnerable. The visible, confrontational politics of civics and youth organiza-
tions had little appeal for squatters. Their extreme vulnerability helps to
explain why they did not flock in large numbers toward township-based com-
munity organizations. In the course of the 1980s, new associations sprang up
for hostel dwellers and squatters that did not seek affiliation with the UDF or

63
. Mahkinyg Sense of Evenis

. isting umbrella bodies for civic organizations. Occasionally, iso’lated vou;:ls
ew attention to the millions of South Africans who were left in the c;)thc.
COSATU secretary general Jay Naidoo acknowledged a major weakness I)d e
sttugglc was being urban based, with very few resources to be channele
raral to build organizations there. . '
] Byafzzz oUDF lca(irs had become more sensible about all-cncf?_m.pf.ss;lng
N ’ ” « ity” A UDF official then
‘potions such as “the people” and “the community” official
Ial:)k:;())wlcdged the problematic aspects of the increase in Mass activity. thtcl)lcn;
conflict had erunted between migrant workers on the one sx.de axl;d tzrvc:;n ::Sli
i ’ Various conflicts were raging be -
township dwellers on the other. ts weenres
i th and traditional leaders, an
dents and taxi owners, between you : cen
igi iated with Bantustan governments
th and parents. Vigilantes associate . . ;
ﬁas;cd \Fiolcnt campaigns.?” Significant sections of South Afrxf,an society
apparently felt excluded from the UDF’s definition of “the people:

Race Is Class: The Cabal

In studying social movements such as the UDF, class obvit(;uslz isa rcl.cvadrllz
i ith class tended to obscure other fissures in
category. But the obsession w1 : . o e e
1 hip between coloreds an Tl
UDE, such as the strained relationship 1 A e
Cape and the suspicions between Afrlcan.s an R
avzzzcl::cd 2;:g.rticularly in Natal in numerous allegations :}bout a povx{er-hﬁ.gry
Indian cabal in the UDF. The doctrine of nonracialism did not permit io 1nc§
i i . Allegations about “petty bourgeois clement
to be expressed in racial terms : s clements
laints about the dominant p
interests” became code words for comp ' posi-
Z‘:)ilgf c;lrpldians and coloreds. The stories about the Indian cabal clearly illus
the conflation of race and class. ‘ .
tratliun;:ors about a cabal in the UDF began spreading arodu;ld Iisi.l Thesgsi:sctl
i f highly ambitious Indians had ama
of the allegations was that a nucleus o mb L amassed
i lishing control over the p
d amount of power by estab :
:;iflxir:.?uri ;;ilr;,tching policy decisions in secret caucuses. It. was pon.xted ou;
that tz‘:;hc treasurers in the UDF National Executive wcrcuuzrabna?l}:j m¢a?gs ;1;1 !
isi UDF was controlled by Indians.
that fund-raising on behalf of the ' ' o
1, but its network allegedly
> er base was deemed to be in Natal, \
ii?:l:lciotv(\; the Transvaal and the Western Cape. The accu]s;;okr)ls cr;lanaatlzi
i ionali ili th within the UDF, but they
from African nationalists and militant you heyalso
ithi i i tably from some of the old gu
came from within the Indian community, no O e hont e
iti ivi ho felt sidelined by the young Turks taking
O e ogos, From i icture emerges of a small group of
in the 1980s. From the cabal stories, a picture il g .
gi:tererr:is;lcd and highly ambitious Indian activists, who were building their
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own power base by establishing control over the flow of funding, creating
their own network of patronage, infiltrating their agents into other progres-

sive organizations, and setting up front organizations.

Donors were particularly generous in providing funds for the defense in

political trials. The cabal had supposedly established control over the assign-
ment of legal cases, with the most attractive cases—in terms of money and
prestige—being given to their friends and allies. Accusations and resentment
kept building up, culminating at the ANCs first regional conference in Natal
in November 1990. All activists supposedly associated with the cabal were
purged from the ANC structures in southern Natal. The conference, which
should have been a memorable occasion, was an uncomfortable experience for
Indian activists, who sensed a clear feeling of resentment among African del-
egates against “Indian cliquism %

Fact and fiction are not easily distinguished in these cabal stories. Critics

held the cabal partly responsible for the disastrous situation that had devel-
oped in Natal. The spiraling violence in the province was to some extent
blamed on the absence of strong, locally rooted UDF organizations. The UDF
leadership in Natal was dominated by Indian professionals who were not
familiar with the African areas. Organizational structures in the African town-
ships, even those outside KwaZulu, were weak. Apart from the Natal Indian
Congress (NIC), the UDF in Natal consisted basically of youth congresses.
Indian organizers stood accused of highly irresponsible behavior, inciting mil-
itant township youth whom they were subsequently unable to control.
Although African education in the townships was in a state of near collapse,
education in the Indian areas continued relatively unhindered. The UDF’s
Indian leadership, so the charges went, were using the youth as shock troops
of the revolution, and they were using not their own children but the children
of the Africans. The absence of African leadership in the UDF in Natal was
deemed to be both the cause and the effect of the cabal. By virtue of their supe-
rior resources, the Indians had been able to take control, effectively prevent-
ing an authoritative African leadership to emerge in the UDF in Natal. As
several informants summed up the charges against the cabal, “what they can-
not control, they want to destroy”

What was the cabal’s presumed political agenda? While the critics broadly
agreed on the charge sheet against the cabal, the motives attributed to the
alleged conspirators varied greatly. Three scenarios can be distinguished: the
cabal as a reformist bourgeois plot, as a communist plot, and as an Indian plot.
In the first scenario, the cabal’s political agenda favored the establishment of a
nonracial democracy through negotiations, avoiding a violent seizure of power
and preserving the socioeconomic status quo. Within the Indian community,
the cabal was sometimes perceived in class terms. It was pointed out that the
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C executive was dominated by Moslem Indians, who were mainly profes-
als and businessmen. Hindu Indians, the descendants of indentured lgbor-
brought over in the nineteenth ceritur}; 0to work on the sugar plantations,
‘ identified as working class.
chcrg;Icflrear?t}s, 2} the communist scfnario believed the.lt the cabal hagl the lt))la:rllcl;
g of the SACP in London, which had supposedly given the cabahsts. 3 o

#heck to take control of Natal. Attention was al'so drawn to the consi e\r;:ll ¢
‘ verlap between the cabal and the persom}cl involved in Opcratl‘c;n ila,
hich was portrayed by some as a red plot 1n'the ANC aimed at sa otagn'.l;gl
e negotiation process. One accusation against the cabal was its stance 1V :
favor of participation. This could be interpreted as a bou'rgems posmgr:li n;c;n -
ing into reformist politics. But it could equally bc. exp.lam'cd asa ttlzri);lc c "
‘munist strategy of entrance into CStabli'iEC::l stge institutions with the aim

i as Lenin had done wi ¢ Duma. _

ul;zertt;:%htit;:lnsl;cnario, the cabal was perceived as an quim plot w1thct))ut a
' particular political line; the cabal was intent on building its own power base,
akind of Broederbond in the UDE. The alleged core memb.ers c.)f t(finsb poweg:
hungry clique believed the anti-cabal campaign to be msPlrlc 1 by an '
' Indianism.#! To the cabaPs detractors, the issue appeared precisely in rc.verts;l .
The tradition of nonracialism had resulted in tal;ozis: one could not raise the
» ¢ cabal for fear of being branded anti-Indian.
/ lss?hzfctfbal stories may not tell us what actually happened, but thei}ll1 do tell
us what people believed to be happening. These tales can b.e used to! ustrei\::t;1
 several aspects of the UDF. There was an element of gcneranox}al tcnsxoarli, w "
the respectable gentlemen of the old guard in the NIC resenting the Eﬁf;ovnt
by young rebels who showed insufficient respect for seniority. On a crcal
level, there were clear signs of antagonism between Nat.al apd the Tr:lnsva d
Delegations from Natal, comprising a fair number of Indla.n mtellectzil ttsl, usio
to arrive with prepared papers and cogent arguments, which allowi them °
steer the meeting, With these demonstrations of th?lr advanced po gln?zaQo
and superior organization, the Natal UDF legdershlp caused pot.h a 1rczlmon
and irritation. But the overriding sentiment in the cabal stories is indee c()inc
of tensions between Indians and Africans, thWCCI.l the relatively wcﬂ—oﬂ',dc t}lll
cated, sophisticated Indian activists with considerable resources an A :1
African activists. Feeling threatened by Inkatha and tj_hc state on the one han
and overshadowed by the Indians on the other, Afr.lcans. resented their mar-
ginalization. In the Charterist tradition of nonracialism, it was taboo to Cr:;l_
cize Indians for building their own power base. Because .of this taboo .on d.c
discourse of race and ethnicity, criticism was expressed in class terms: Indi-
ans are bourgeois, Africans are working class.
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The Politics of Alliances

Debates on alliance politics tended to be highly ideological, for the proposed
type of alliance depended on one’s analysis of the nature of tilc aparthcidpstatc
the pr.eferred characteristics of post-apartheid society, and the perceived wa :
of achieving these changes. If one envisaged a two-stage strategy—as formu}-r
lated by the SACP and adopted by many in the ANC—then each phase called
for‘a different type of alliance: a broad popular alliance in the struggle for
naniirilal liiaeration, to be followed by a movement under the djrcctioigof the
wor class (or its vanguard) i iali
wor Ofgéomh ;‘f pics van g:ty'd) in order to proceed to a socialist transforma-
Within ic left, the two-stage strategy was contested: Would joining forces
for the national democratic revolution not preempt the socialist revolution?
If today one would allow the petty bourgeoisie to grab the initiative thé
prospects of a socialist transformation tomorrow would become dim (’Jon-
vcrsel'y, if li‘b.crals today allowed themselves to be used as useful idiots 1n order
to gain legitimacy with the Mass Democratic Movement they were diggin,
the grave for the cause of liberalism in South Africa.42 ’ s
The debate on the nature of front politics, of course, was far from new. But
betwecp the 1950s and the 1980s, the interpretation of the nature o-f the
apartheid state had changed. In the 19505, both liberal and Marxist orthodo
hejld that economic expansion and apartheid were essentially in contradjcti(i}l,
Wlth one another. In the 1980s, liberals mostly continued to espouse this posi-
tion, but Marxists now regarded apartheid and capitalism as complcmc}l)ta
rather than contradictory. In the 19505 as well as the 1980s, the relationsh;y
between trade unions and nationalist movements was a’subject of ﬁcrcE
debate. Thc' debate on the role of the South African Congress of Trade Unions
(SACTU) in the Congress Alliance in the 19508 was carried over into the
19895: Was SACTU’s demise to be blamed on the use of trade unionists as foot
so'ldxcrsl'm m-considercd populist campaigns? Or was SACTU to be credited
with bringing much more of a working-class perspective into an essentiall
petty bourgeois nationalist movement?*3 ’
Similar arguments resurfaced in the discussions on the relationship between
the UDF and the trade union movement. As discussed previously, the lead-
crs.h1p of FOSATU (Federation of South African Trade Unions) hc1,d thac the
existence of an independent working-class movement was necessary if the
working class as a social force was to have influence within the litI)Zration
movcmc:nt..‘*4 The achievement of majority rule without addressing the issue
.Of economic transformation would leave the exploitative economic structures
intact. With the formation of COSATU, which placed political goals at the t
of its agenda, the debates subsided somewhat. *
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a pamphlets and speeches, student leaders paid lip service to the “leading
f the working class” while simultaneously claiming for themselves the
sguard role in the liberation struggle. This apparent paradox could be
ed away as students proclaimed themselves part of the working class by
fue of being the children of workers. The “student-worker alliance” is a
word in many UDF publications and sympathetic accounts, with the
ember 1984 stay-away being celebrated as a particularly successful exam-
: of student-worker alliances being forged in concrete action.
"The vanguard role of youth was not just self-proclaimed. The ANC had
de a conscious decision to use youth as the vanguard of the liberation strug-
encouraging the “young lions” to take up a position in the most forward
ches. The need for student-worker alliances was indeed a recurrent theme
the statements of youth organizations affiliated with the UDF. Time and
4in it was stressed that this was the lesson learned by the youth from the
76 revolt by high school students in Soweto: the leading role in the strug-
belongs to the workers. While these statements adequately reflect the les-
ns learned in political education courses, they do not necessarily reflect the
evailing strand in youth consciousness. The mood is perhaps more accu-
ely captured in another recurrent phrase: “The future is in the hands of the
outh 5 Student and youth conferences and publications reflect the domi-
nant official position of the intellectual leadership of youth organizations.
any less sophisticated youth had no patience with theoretical and strategiz-
ing sessions: they wanted action. In spite of the lessons of 1976, frictions
between township youth and migrants were again a recurrent feature of town-
ship protest in the 1980s. Thegprominent role of youth, challenging not only
the apartheid state but parental authority as well, produced a generational
‘backlash. Adult men sometimes resorted to violent means, individually or col-
lectively as vigilantes, to reassert their authority as elders and heads of families.

When resistance and conflict broadened during the 1980s, the street fighter
joined the articulate activist. Officially workers were still identified as the pil-
lars of the struggle, but it was the youth on the township streets who were
actually liberating the country.

The generational dimension was without doubt a central feature of the
revolt in the 1980s. But the undifferentiated concept of youth is not much
more helpful than sweeping generalizations about workers or blacks when try-
ing to make sense of the events in the decade. Only with the benefit of hind-
sight were some attempts made to fill in the rough outlines by asking more
specific questions: Who was involved, in which protests or events, and at
which times?*” Youth in this context cannot be equated with young people—
a category that would include the vast majority of South Africans—but is
clearly linked to political activism. As a consequence of interrupted school-
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ing and long bouts of unemployment, youzh could be a long-term career. The
median age of African schoolchildren in the higher forms of secondary schools ;
is relatively high. School graduates, engaging in youth activities, could also be

considered as youth as long as they had not established a family. The consti-
tution of the Alexandra Youth Congress, for example, stated that membership

was open to “all who fall within the accepted definition of youth,” without
further elaboration. Some activists took this to mean everybody between

twelve and thirty-six years of age, whether or not they were students. 8

Youth was differentiated by race and gender, by class and occupation, by
religion and language, by the distinction between students and nonstudents,
and between workers and unemployed. Between the formation of COSAS in
1979 and the launch of SAYCO (South African Youth Congress) in 1987, South
Affica experienced a massive growth in youth organization. The formal lead-
ership of youth organizations was usually dominated by young workers and
university and high school students. Unemployed youth were also involved,
but these unemployed were a different category from the unemployed and
often unemployable lumpen youth. They were frequently former students
who had not yet managed to find a job or politicized workers who had been
dismissed. The student leaders were relatively well educated: they were the
successes rather than the failures of the school system.

There were regional differences, of course. In the colored areas of the West-

ern Cape, political youth movements were a relatively new phenomenon, if

one excludes the highly intellectual fringe of the Unity Movement. Before the
formation of the Cape Youth Congress (CAYCO), “youth in coloured areas
had two options: street gangs and church groups. CAYCO became a third
option*® But CAYCO was not successful in organizing working youth or
unemployed youth.

As violent confrontation unfolded, a more informal, less educated leader-
ship emerged. Motives for joining could be manifold, ranging from political
idealism to group conformity, the search for affirmation, an experience of
adventure and excitement, a feeling of mtoxication with toyi-toyi (a militant
dance, expressing defiance and preparedness for battle) and freedom songs,
and a sense of identity provided by a culture of militaristic camaraderie.5°
Rising levels of violence encouraged people to behave in unusual ways: nor-
mally nonviolent people acted violently.

In discussing the gender composition of youth organizations, Jeremy Seck-
ings contends that the leadership of youth organizations was almost entirely
male, but that young women formed a sizable portion of the membership.
Women members were generally younger than male members, and most were
attending school.5! Why were women rarely prominent in the youth organi-
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jons during the violent confrontations of the mid-1980s? In looking for

s, Seckings points to the prevailing conservatism with regard to
3

stanation:
e ho culture that became more

sder roles in township politics and the mac
nounced as violent confrontations escalated.

at Was It All About?

ceptions of the UDF’s role changed in the course of the 1980s. Frcz;nr;z
odest beginnir.gs as an hoc alhance with limited goals, the Frzlrllt was st
ward on waves of popular militancy toward an all-out ch en%c o ihe
eid state. In the process, it became lcs§ ofa frgnt and more of a po 1f

organization as it tried to develop more ideological C.OhCS‘lOI'l. In d\lrlel\:; So'lc
¢ political and ideological diversity within thlf Front, pinpointing the

P’s ideology 1s not an easy task. o
‘;zst,ointg:rlgkll)e UDPFs wilyc anti-apartheid urr.lbrclla, three broad opl];icuvesf
can be discerned: the establishment of Charterist hc.gemony, the bmf ng (?._
 democratic organizations that ought to be Preﬁguratlve fora system o mz]iz
ty rule characterized by popular participation, and a more egalitarian society
i ioeconomic terms.
i SI(I):LOisC court testimony, UDF general secretary Popo Molefe .cxpzliu chat
the Front aspired to be “the only representative fro'nt representing .sccttiz)rils
of our people”®? The UDF was not unique in having .h.cgem'omc aspira (;
but it was more successful than such uncompromising rivals as AZAu[?‘:d
(Azanian People’s Organisation). The more pragmatic strategy, as C})lfﬁsther
by the UDF, was the building of a broad frogt, wh}ch cou'ld expand fur et
through tactical ad hoc alliances. This did not Jmp’ly ideological abstzuzr;; ™
but rather a hegemonic aspiration to Impose one’s own agcnd.a ofn 5 broad
front. Alliance politics was scen as a zero-sum game: a gain for on de
implied a loss for the other side. Imposing Charterist h:i:mony Wwas no
in i course, but a means to conquer state powcr.

Cndirlln tllzscdi’NOfC’s insurrectionary perspectivc., people’s power was laggely
understood in military terms: the creation of liberated zones to serve as :asc:l
for revolutionary warfare. With this strategic concept, local negotiations, Slsio
as with neighboring white municipalities, are .rulcd ou;.3 The strategy is no
o take the war into the white areas. The UDF, bowe.ve;,
saw the new strategy of people’s power as a m.cchanism of %iom(t);;mg Zhizl(—)
pline and organization, not just as a confrontational strategy. In the 191 f) o
period of dual power, civic leaders attcmpt-cd to cs.tabhsh some .cox}tro -
radical youth and to provide some protection against the security OFCC:'C "
this perspective, dual power was not the prelude to a revolutionary seizu

ained that

share power but t
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power. On the contrary, dual power created the conditions for the first-ev
significant negotiations between whites and blacks on the local level, eithe
with local businesspeople or with local administrators. 5

and perform some functions of local government, how far should this go
How great was the danger of co-optation? Would reformist initiatives act as

break on the insurrectionary potential? Whatever the strategic perspective—

insurrection or negotiation—it was evident that the heady experience of peo

ple’s power generated an increasingly radical conception of a liberated society,

Even if many victories were short-lived, street committees and boycott cam
aigns gave ordin: cople a sense of power for the first time.
paigns g ary peop p

There is an important distinction between the ANC and the UDFE discourses
on people’s power. The UDF’s strong focus on popular participation is lacking |
in the ANC and SACP publications, where people’s power is seen as a means
to an end: hegemonic control. People’s power, stated the ANC’s historian ;
Francis Meli, is total power. “In South Africa, there is no question of power
sharing. The people of South Africa are fighting for total power, people’s
power. There is no question of our sharing it with Botha; nor with Gatsha

Buthelezi, for Inkatha’s many crimes against our people . . . preclude this?56
What would the “Democratic People’s Republic of South Africa in which
“all our people enjoy security, peace and comfort?” look like?S” In 1987, the
UDF outlined some of its democratic ideals in a conference paper.58 Democ-
racy is spelled out as both a means and an end. The UDPF’s democratic goal is
not simply about replacing white faces in parliament with black faces. The
essence of democracy is that people, and in particular the working class, have
control over all areas of daily existence, “from national policy to housing, from
schooling o working conditions, from transport to the consumption of food”
This understanding of democracy is fundamentally different from the vari-
ous power-sharing constitutional models that were being juggled around. “In
other words, we are talking about direct as opposed to indirect political rep-
resentation, mass participation rather than passive docility and ignorance, a
momentum where ordinary people feel that they can do the job themselves,
rather than waiting for their local MP to intercede on their behalf” Although
dismissive of conventional party politics, the paper acknowledged that a plu-
rality of different viewpoints is important for a democracy.

The vices and virtues of liberal democracy and popular democracy have
been a theme of discussion in numerous other liberation movements. The
decline of the African state in the 1980s inspired a new round of discussions
about the most appropriate form of government in the present state of eco-
nomic development.> However, discussions in the UDE remained largely iso-
lated from the wider African debate. Charterists rarely turned to Africa to find

iatl iali re man-
Lair of the Soweto Civic Association (SCA). Socialist preferences we

siddle-class nationalists in the UDF were basically fighting to establish their

7I
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s of inspiration or to learn the lessops.of history. Th@r gameh(;fi ;crfc;-f
was largely shaped by Marxism-Leninism, the Ru.ssmn CYOS tion o
, the models provided by Eastern European communist counﬁilc ,Odds iz
3erman Democratic Republic, and a hanciiful Zf third-world m
i and Cuba figured most prominently. S
\ asljlj(:srtafnu; noncxploitagxlj; society a socialist society? Aqnc;pltaﬁf:trrlllzz:
was pervasive in UDF publications and §peechcs, but th.ls Filcsth o
iiy indicate a choice for orthodox Mangsm. Non—Marxxsts.lal the usiné
as Allan Beesak, advocated communalism rather than soci 1 ;lso s
ral arguments rather than Marxist te)ftbooks. C(;lr:;r:;;rftltxlscrg :);SIC woan
ent in the concept of people’s education, contro p e thermr
es” -marketeers, however, were virtually absent from UDF ranks, o
biei)r(izlartrli?)rn being Soweto physician and entrepreneur Nthatho Motlana,

i i 1 . But the
st among trade unionists and students, including white students. Bu

i i the system.
in the socloeconomic system, not to dcsFroy '

aglelgrly the UDF could mean different things to different %eﬁoplc':. Thes::1

ical d on the basis of UDF publications an
feological tenets are largely constructe sis . _ and

ic writ P’s ideological discourse
ca tings. To what extent was the UD ogis ‘ :
ciir;:;zrrv:jrcl anaglysis consonant with the beliefs and aspirations of its follov:h
rs at the grassroots level? What kind of society was envisaged py the lzrou.n
ovement in Sekhukhuneland, civic activists in Kagiso, and media workers 1
e Grassroots office in the Western Cape?
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CHAPTER THREE

rom Confusion to Lusaka’:
e UDF in Sekbukbuneland

There is a confusion between the parents and the sons
There 15 a confusion between the tribal authority and the community

Poem composed in Sekhukbuneland, 1986

The UDF’s Rural Policy

SUPPORT OF THE STATE’S allegation that the UDF leadership was the driv-
ing force behind a nationwide insurrection, the prosecution in the Delmas
streason trial stated that the “organisation, politicisation and mobilisation of
the black people 1n the rural areas is a very important part of the aims and the
objects of the UDF! The state’s claim fitted well with the image of omnipres-
ence that the UDF liked to portray in its propaganda. In rural areas, so the
. UDEF claimed, “tribal authorities are being replaced by democratically elected
village councils”* Among the Bantustans in the Northern Transvaal, Lebowa
and KwalNdebele were reputed to be UDF strongholds (see map 1).

In a press statement issued in 1986, the UDF Head Office presented a sur-
 vey of the state of rebellion and repression in the Northern Transvaal. Con-
cerning Sekhukhuneland, a district of Lebowa with a history of resistance, the
press release boasted that the “people of Sekhukhuneland under the leadership
of SEYO [Sekhukhune Youth Organisation}, the Sekhukhune Parents’ Crisis
Committee and the UDF established entrenched organs of people’s power
such as street, block and village committees which won the support and the
hearts and minds of the people>® The sequence of actors is remarkable, with
the youth organization SEYO being ranked first among the leaders of “the
people of Sekhukhuneland?” As this chapter demonstrates, this order of actors
was quite appropriate. But the claim that people’s power had been entrenched
in local organization based on mass participation was wishful thinking.
Sekhukhuneland, like many other rural areas, experienced an extraordinary
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episode of youth mobilization, which for the first time brought great numb
of rural youth in contact with liberation politics. But the relationshi bctwccclz
y'OL‘l‘th and parents was antagonistic. There were hardly any joint cff[c))rts to set
1[1Jp organs of people’s power” such as civic associations. The backbone of the
su?dF t;ln 'thc Nolirghcrn Transvaal consisted of youth movements, which pur-
eir own liberatio i intaini i , i
fed thelr own liber therllj :g;:da while maintaining fleeting contacts with the
Smcc its 1.n.ception, the UDF had been strongly focused on urban areas and
national politics. Initially, the primary focus was on the new constitution and
ondthe cF)lored and Infiian constituency. In the Northern Transvaal, coloreds
2111 lI(ndlans area nt?ghgi.ble quantity. Second came the campaign a,gainst the
ac Local Auti:hochs in the African townships. In 1984, severe repression
:fsa:nst,}r&de unionists anc.l Political activists in the Ciskei placed “fighting Ban-
iy antsh gher on the political agenda. From 1985 onward, insurrection spread
om the townships to remote rural areas. But beyond calls for the abolition
of the Bantustans and the return of the land to the people, the UDF did
develop a coherent strategy toward rural issues. ’ <

Confusion to Lusaka”

farm workers, who were virtually inaccessible on the white-owned and
cily controlled farms, remained outside the scope of the UDE. But in other
communities where the UDF could have made an impact, the Front
¢ no major effort at organization. The UDF did not manage to link up
ongoing local struggles of communities that were organizing resistance
st forced removals. Forced removals on a massive scale—of rural black
munities from white-designated areas, of farmworkers from white farms,
d of squatters from peri-urban areas—were one of the most obnoxious fea-

s of apartheid policy. Between 1060 and 1983, an estimated 3.5 million
ved removals were implemented. Yet, the matter had low priority on the
PF’s national agenda.

“Aware of its weak performance in rural areas, the UDF-Transvaal in 1985
sointed Murphy Morobe to the newly created post of rural secretary.
weto-born Morobe, part of the 1976 Soweto generation that had served
¢ on Robben Island, was not the most likely candidate for rural organizer:
was a city boy who had earned his credentials in student politics and trade
anion work in Soweto. Shortly after his appointment he was sent on an inter-
tional tour and subsequently had to take over duties from his detained col-
agues. He then served as acting publicity secretary on the UDF National
sgecutive and never really began his work as rural secretary.

* From 1985, the UDF’s national leadership began strategizing how rural
grievances could be converted into formal organization. One obvious way of
obtaining access to the Bantustan villages was through migrants, who could
be reached in the hostels and compounds and who would carry the message
o their home areas, “so that these men can give the seal of approval to the
brganisation.”* This strategy of organizing migrant workers in the cities in
order to bring organization from their point of employment to their place of
residence was outlined in the UDF’s 1985 secretarial report. “The migrant
workers living in hostels and elsewhere must also be organised. These people
provide a vital link with the rural communities. The skills that they learn and
‘the political consciousness they develop can be transferred to the next of kin,
friends and acquaintances in these areas. The extent to which we mobilise and
organise the migrants will determine the pace of organisation of rural com-
munities”® The Northern Transvaal was the only region where the UDF lead-
ership actively promoted networks of migrants in order to reach the rural
- villages, but even here the strategy of urban-rural linkages was not pursued
. with much vigor.

Mobilizing the countryside via this urban-rural network was not a novel
idea. Contesting the prevailing view in scholarly literature that the ANC and
the Communist Party in the 19408 and 1950s were urban based and quite
remote from rural concerns and rural constituencies, Peter Delius has drawn
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attention to the role of migrant workers’ organizations in the Northern Trans
vaal, such as the Zoutpansberg Balemi Association in the 1940s and Sebatak
gomo, an organization of BaPedi migrants from Sekhukhuneland, in th
1950s.% The ANC organizational strategy aimed at establishing rural branche
through chiefs. This approach limited its capacity to mobilize a mass con

stituency, as popular grievances were accumulating against chiefs. In the eyes
of many, the office had been corrupted by the control exercised by the Native

Affairs Department. This erosion of the legitimacy of the chieftaincy was exac
erbated by the imposition of the Bantu Authorities Act in the 1950s, whic
aimed at self-rule and ultimately independence for the Bantustans. Chiefs wer
transformed into salaried officials, totally dependent on the Bantustan admin.

istration. State recognition had become more vital for the chieftaincy than

popular support.

But while the ANC organizational strategy had reached the end of its f

potential by the carly 1950s, the communist partners in the Congress Allianc

provided the primary impetus toward the formation of organizations with a {

different social base than the chiefly elite: associations of migrant workers.

Sebatakgomo, which had originated as a mutual support organization ;

among BaPedi migrants in the PWV region, played a crucial role in linking
rural grievances to national political movements. Through this network,
Sekhukhuneland became known as an ANC stronghold. The revolts of the
1950s in Sekhukhuneland and other rural districts were provoked by the intro-
duction of Bantu Authorities, stock culling, and environmental rehabilitation
schemes. Although these matters were primarily peasant concerns, they were
also of vital interest to migrants for whom a rural foothold remained an essen-
tial part of their survival strategy. These revolts had been crushed with severe
repression, but the ANC nevertheless remained hopeful about the revolu-
tionary potential in the Bantustans. In the initial period of armed struggle,
stated the ANC document on Strategy and Tactics (1969), “the main physical
environment . . . is outside the enemy strongholds in the cities, in the vast
stretches of our countryside”” Organized sabotage in urban areas was seen as
an auxiliary activity. Only much later, in the strategic review undertaken after
the Soweto rising, did the urban areas become central to the ANC military
strategy. This initial prioritization of rural areas in strategizing the armed
struggle was presumably not so much a reflection of the actual support bases
of the ANC within South Africa but rather a reflection of revolutionary the-
ories and examples from Asia and Latin America. The head of military intelli-
gence for Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), Ronnie Kasrils, was much inspired by
Fidel Castro’s advance on Havana from his base in the Sierra Maestra, where
he recruited a guerrilla force among the peasantry. “I sensed . . . that the key
reason for the limitation of our armed struggle was that we had not linked

secondary sch :
} and the issue of chiefraincy, this chapter examines the form
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our rural people, as Fidel had, and did not fully appreciate the role they
d play.”8 After the series of rural revolts in the 19508, the Bantust;ns
imained largely quiescent for the next twenty-five years, whﬂ; A}flnc.am ur :2
s exploded periodically in waves of open protest. iny in the 1drisurr
ary climate of the mid-1980s did rural areas once again become the scene
idespread protest and resistance.
tieffmpdnljg to draw parallels between the mral's@ggles Qf th; 19508 ;rfl‘tc:
1980s. However, behind the appearance of contimuity lay signi 1c;lnt s

e social composition of rural resistance movements as well as in the 133111:5
take. Delius has explored both the Sekhukhune Fevplt of the 1953; an ) ef
ising of 1985-86.° He points to elements of continuity— not.ably ero Z 9_
roadly ANC-oriented political tradition—bl'lt a%so unde.rhnes ma](l>(r is
tinuities. In the 1950s, an ANC-linked organization of migrant Woali c;;is;
atakgomo — played a crucial role, in alliance w1.d.1 a number of loc‘ c eI S
o resisted the encroachment of Bantu Author.mes on the'chl.cftachy.li n

ing on the vital importance of urban-based migrant organizations, De 1;s
difies the classic picture of “peasant rcvo.lt's.” Mlgrantihplaycd some role
; t the driving force of the uprising was youth. o
t'?flilsgc?:r’lgb: of actors frfm migrants and chiefs to youth is the vital differ-
e between the 1950s and the 1980s. The Sckhukbune revolt of 1958 wals no(;
dear-cut example of a peasant revolt, but the migrant worketrs Whih p ay.fi :
ch a crucial role shared many peasant concerns. The insurrection in the mt
980s in Sekhukhuneland and other parts of Lebov?fa was fieﬁr.ntc!y nota Igeas-

t revolt. This was above all a youth revolt, drawn.lg its inspiration not from
truggles for land or from working-class nationalism in the cities but from

1k
«

‘ orthodox Marxist textbooks disseminated through student organizations,

from a strong generational youth-consciousness, and from romanticized arlld
sometimes misunderstood notions about the ANC's armcq struggle. The. lc;x l—
ership of the revolt had no peasant aspirations. The same 1s true fqr their fo -l
lowing: they had no taste for farming. The main actors were high schoc?
students, for whom land issues were only a marginal concern. They were motlc-i
vated by grievances concerning the conditions in the schools and the use an
f chiefly power. .
3b‘¥;: UDF uzl Ifjcbowa, as in most of the Northern Transvaal, did not dévelop
into a broad-based social movement. With few exceptions, the bulk of its fol-
Jowing was youth, under the leadership of students from secondary azld p(;.st-
further observations on the UDF’s rural policy
O bttt ation of the UDF
in the Northern Transvaal, the role of the Univc'rsity of the North, and the
spread of rebellion from the urban setting to the villages. We then turn to one
of the main centers of rural revolt: Sekhukhuneland.
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The UDF and Chieftaincy

Just as the UDF gave scant attention to comumunities threatened with removal,
farmworkers, and migrant workers, the Front also failed to develop a policy
toward chieftaincy. Publicity secretary Terror Lekota suggested that chiefs were
a dying institution: “As the pressures of the capitalist economy penectrate even
those rural areas, more and more people are making a break with the tribal ties
of loyalties to the chief—who are being seen to be serving not the community
but themselves. What we are going to see is the building of new leaders, not
on the basis of old tradition”!? Chiefs were generally equated with Bantustan
structures. Since the UDF stood for a unitary state without ethnically based
Bantustans, it followed that not only did the homeland governments have to
go, but so did the tribal hierarchies, which had become part and parcel of the
Bantustan administrations. The National Working Committee of the UDF
resolved in 1986 that “organisation [in the Bantustans] must be intensified and
tribal structures should be replaced with democratic organisations”*!

The 1987 rural report recalled that “the anti-chief campaigns and anti-
bantustan campaigns took oft” in 1985, depicting chiefs and Bantustans as a
tandem.!? Combating chiefs was identified as a most suitable issue to unite a
brf)ad range of people, but the report also considered the expediency of
alliances with chiefs, opposition parties in homelands, and elements in home-
land civil services. The 1ssue was left unresolved with the noncommittal con-
clusion that these alliances are inherently problematic. On the one hand, “our
inability to control them, or take them further may mean that the victori’es we
win are limited, in yet other circumstances people who are our allies during a
specific period may in fact turn against us” On the other hand, “these alliances
can also offer us protection and there are situations in which we can change
the politics and attitudes of our allies so that they will move closer to us in the
long term”

Indeed, migrants, women, and youth all had reason to resent abuse of
power and corruption by chiefs. Grievances centered around taxes and trib-
utes, and authoritarian rule. Special tributes were exacted from migrant work-
ers, as a form of thanksgiving to the chief for looking after the migrant’s
hquschold during his absence. Prior to the abolition of the pass laws in 1986
migrants needed to obtain a permit from the tribal labor bureau in order tc;
qualify for employment and to pay a registration fee. The system also ensured
that the chief had considerable control over the movements of his subjects. He
could penalize recalcitrant villagers by refusing to have them registered.'® The
abolition of the pass system meant that migrants no longer had to present
themselves at the chief’s office. Chiefs lost their income from registration fees
and also missed the opportunity to collect arrears from their migrant subjects.

“From Confusion to Lusakn” 8r

Faced with diminishing control, chiefs frequently reacted by imposing new
taxes to make up for the lost revenue.

Taxes, being a levy exacted from all members of the tribe, could be raised
for special purposes after the chief’s council gained approval from the formal
gathering of adult men. In practice, these meetings were often called during
weekdays, thus excluding the migrants from the consultation process. Upon
their return to the village, migrants were presented with the bill upon which
the chief and the elder men had decided. The special purposes generally
included the building of a school, clinic, or post office, paying for legal advice
in cases involving the chief or the tribe, contributing to the chief’s marriage
goods or to the costs of his funeral, or procuring the services of rainmakers.

In rural areas, the provision of school buildings was the responsibility of
the local community. Control over school building funds and over the school
committees responsible for running the school became one of the stakes in the
controversy between chiefs, principals, parents, and students. Complaints
about misappropriation of community funds by the chiefly elite were com-
monly voiced by youth and adults alike.1

Village meetings could be held only with permission from the chief. Chiefs
generally opposed attempts to establish a civic association, which they rightly
perceived as an alternative power structure. Chiefs had good reason to obstruct
the formation of residents’ organizations, as these were likely to become plat-
forms for villagers to voice their grievances about taxes and missing funds.

Frequently, the taxes were of more benefit to the chief’s private affairs than
to the community. Taxes were raised to build a house for the chief, to buy a car,
or to pay his repair bill. Some informants came up with even more extreme
examples of arbitrary chiefly taxes, such as levies to pay for his traffic fines and
diapers for his children.!® This system of taxation without representation was
at the root of many grievances against the chieftaincy. The migrants’ organi-
zation NOTPECO (Northern Transvaal People’s Congress), launched in the
1980s as the successor organization to Sebatakgomo, mobilized its following
mainly on this issue, by impressing on the migrants that they were entitled
to be part of the decision-making process.

Apart from taxation, free labor was also perceived as a form of exploitation.
Free labor, involving work on the chief’s homestead and on the tribal land,
was exacted mainly from women and schoolchildren. Youth could be called
upon to provide free labor in the period before initiation.!® Chiefs used this
prerogative to provide labor for agricultural schemes run by the Lebowa Devel-
opment Corporation and usually managed by whites. Women were poorly
paid for often strenuous work and would then spend their meager wages in the
shops owned by the chiefly elite. Abolition of “forced labor” became a com-
mon demand of the youth congresses. Faced with these challenges to their
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authority from different quarters, many chiefs reacted by forming armed vi;
ilante groups to combat rebellious youth. Weapons were provided by th
Lebowa government. The tribal authorities were among the pillars of the pac
fication strategy of the SADF (South African Defence Force) in the Norther
Transvaal and particularly in Lebowa.!”

The imposition of the Bantu Authorities Act in the 1950s had not onl

changed the relationship between the chief and his subjects but had also upset!
the balance within the tribal hierarchy. Sekhukhuneland provides a clear exam- |
ple of the consequences of this divide-and-rule strategy. After the promulga-;
tion of this act, the government wanted to establish one single tribal authority |
under the paramount chief for the whole of Sekhukhuneland. The introduc-
tion of this new system was linked to a program of agricultural planning that
included unpopular measures such as cattle culling and land demarcation.
Beginning in 1956, resistance built up against Bantu Authorities and agricul-
tural betterment alike, culminating in open revolt in 1958. The acting para-
mount chief, Morwamoche Sekhukhune, and a majority of his tribe were
opposed to the Bantu Authorities system. The Native Affairs Department

undermined the opposition by breaking up the power of the paramountcy.
Morwamoche was deported, and the plan to institute one tribal authority was

shelved. Subordinate headmen were offered recognition as chiefs if they

accepted the establishment of Tribal Authorities. This scheme resulted in a pro-
liferation of chieftaincies. In the early 19508 Sekhukhuneland counted three
chieftaincies, but by the mid-1970s more than fifty chiefs had been officially
recognized.'8 The doubtful origins of many chieftaincies served to further
weaken their legitimacy, since many chiefs were considered to be only head-
men who had usurped chiefly power. The disintegration of the paramountcy
resulted in more factional conflict as the traditional system of consultation,
conflict solving, and interdependence fell into disuse.

On the other hand, this history of resistance on the part of the paramount
chief and a number of subordinate chiefs could be drawn upon to demonstrate
the role played by traditional rulers in the fight against white domination.
This placed chiefs in a different category from township councillors, who
lacked any historical legitimacy. Chiefs were, after all, part of Africa’s heritage.
Although many individual chiefs were seen as corrupt and self-serving, the
institution of the chieftaincy could not be dismissed so lightly.

As it moved from one crisis to the next, the UDF never managed to map
out a policy on local government in the rural areas. Nor could it draw on a
coherent ANC policy, although most ANC pronouncements assumed that
chieftaincy either would die of its own accord or would be abolished. Govan
Mbeki, writing on the peasant revolts of the 1950s, questioned the role of
chiefs in the industrial age: “If the Africans have had chiefs, it was because all
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/an societies have had them at one stage or angthc'r. But when a pcogl:l
e developed to a stage which discards chi.eftgms.hlp, when ttflexr sgta !
elopment contradicts the need for such an institution, then to force i tor
is not liberation but enslavement?*? Writing a quarter c:f a ccntu;y a ;ai
er leading ANC intellectual was more stralgh'tfor?vard: Bgckw'ar tri .
other relationships, such as the role of the chiefs in such suuatflons, vlvc’S
replaced by democratic institutions founded on the organs of peop
520
A:;inst this background, it is not surprising that the emergenc(e: Ogﬁ C;a;
ist organization of chiefs came as a shock to many UDF and AN a gON:
e formation of the Congress of Traditional Leaders of Sogth Africa .( o
ALESA) in 1987 encountered an ambivalent reception in UDF c11r>c es.
uld progressive chiefs be organized to further the hbf:ratlc?n struggfi e? .
CONTRALESA had its origins in the battic against .mdépen ence
aNdebele and the resistance in the district of Moutse against .mcorporas(;ri
nto KwaNdebele, the most recently establish;d Bantustan, which waslsc e .
ed for “independence” in 1986. Moutse residents fca.red .that the al}ZI ?Sele
éxcision of their district from Lebowa and its inc.o'rporat}on into Kwth ebe ¢
would entail the loss of their South African I)c1.tlzenls<llup.s (I\D/Ir;iltl)isa nea[;wrl; _
| s of the anti-independence camp was Frince Xlaa
]ar(l);sf who belongs to thi Ndzundza royal family in KwaN dcbclcci. Klfalas 1\121‘;3:;_
langu and other opponents of independence, many of whorg haf t(;l lee e
‘Ndebele in fear of their lives, flocked to ]ohanncsb.urg logkmg o; elp. Now
a new problem posed itself to the UDF leadership, whlch by ht1 ;s tlglo s
itself in considerable disarray: What was the UDF to do with chiefs vs; o5 Ec
ported a “progressive cause;” such as the anti-independence ;trugg e e
Bantustans? Would organizing chiefs serve the purpose of broadening ow
i ing the enemy?

ﬁlrilfct;scoolitsfl%ations wit}}i UDF leaders, trade unionists, and Peter l\gok;ba,
the president of the South African Youth Congress (SAYCO) —atlll 3 'wszni
came from the Northern Transvaal—CONTRALESA was la-unc e hm hg‘s
tember 1087 in Johannesburg, claiming a mcmbershq_p of th%rty—elg t ctix "
and subchiefs from KwaNdebele and Moutse. Accord'mg to its constltuf oh;
CONTRALESA aimed to unite all traditional leaders in the cogr.xtry;lt;) ;grs
for the eradication of the Bantustan system, to “school the tradtmorll ' ei ”eto
about the aims of the South African liberation s'trugglc and their role in 11( ;t o
win back “the land of our forefathers and share it among those wbo wor iein
order to banish famine and land tzlémgcr,” and to fight for a unitary, n

i ocratic South Africa. .
qal’i"ﬁrc“?ncii)?/cment of SAYCO in the laun.ch of CONTRALESI:l gavctrése Ot:l
the suspicion that this organization was being formed with the ultimate g
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d women remained extremely weak. The report noted tl.1at rcsistancc' against
he Bantustans was mostly passive, “a spontaneous reflection of tbc a'henatlon
if the rural masses from the homeland structures” What organization th.ere
as had been smashed under the second State of Emergency. Rcbulldg;fg
rganization and regrouping around the remaining core groups Prq;red a c-i
cult process. “More serious is the fact th:%t the government’s vigi am;lcl and
kitskonstabel strategy is based on the capacity of the state to recruit rur an1
_unemployed youth. In many areas youth structures hav.e found that pcoplc
who flocked to them during the height of mass struggle in late 1985 'and carly
986 have now joined the security forces in one form or anoth'cr', This has not
only demoralised organis:;ion, but hgs c”xposed many activists to severe

ion at the hands of the ex-comrades. ‘
mp"i"cllex(f);)?)rt acknowledged that in many insFanccs the Front had falled. to
link up with local initiatives of people faced with rcmoYals or mcorporatlolzl
into Bantustans and had neglected to address the organization of farmwork-
ers in white rural areas. Excluded from the 1979 trade union reforms, farm-
workers remained the most isolated and neglected category of workers. The
report noted that rivgl organizations, such as Inkatha, had been more suc-

in this sector.? o
ccs'sfﬁlirl: itshslubstance to the claim in the rural report that, foi the first time in
© decades, mass organizations were attempting to incorporate thc rural mass:
within the mainstream of the national struggle.” But most initiatives had loc !
or regional origins, and incorporating “tl?c masses” dxc? not advar;cc mucn :
beyond youth. The national UDF leadership was largely innocent of any ce
tral planning or coordination with regard to rural areas.

of abolishing the institution of chieftaincy. That suspicion was not unfounded.
Some of the activists involved in the formation of CONTRALESA were
indeed motivated by the belief that there was no place for chiefs in the class-
less society for which they were striving. In the meantime, however, harness-
ing chiefs to the progressive cause would prevent them from subverting the
struggle. Heeding the lessons from Angola and Mozambique, where “the
destabilising factors such as Unita and Renamo found fertile ground in the dis-
illusionment of rural people,” the founders of CONTRALESA felt it was
imperative to “organise and unite all traditional leaders of our country and
to refrain from aligning ourselves with any particular oppressive system today
or in the future??

Combining “struggle” rhetoric with wooing chiefs proved a difficult feat.
CONTRALESA advertised itself as a “progressive grassroots and community-
based organisation.” This phrase was usually used to denote civics or village
committees—the very organizations that chiefs saw as undermining their
authority. In line with the practice of UDF organizations and trade unions,
CONTRALESA handed out T-shirts to its distinguished members, who
would have preferred a tie or a classy briefcase. The relationship between
CONTRALESA and the UDF is not quite clear. Press reports at the time of
the launch and later present CONTRALESA as a UDF affiliate.2* However,
CONTRALESAs director of projects Samson Ndou stated in an interview in
1990 that CONTRALESA was not affiliated with the UDF or any other polit-
ical movement.25 But Murphy Morobe, who held the rural portfolio in the
UDF Transvaal Regional Executive Committee (REC), had always assumed
that CONTRALESA was indeed a UDF affiliate.?6 CONTRALESA’s draft
constitution does not mention UDF affiliation.

While the formation of CONTRALESA as a partner in the Mass Democ-
ratic Movement was shocking news to many activists inside South Africa, the
ANC was quick to give its blessing. In February 1988, a CONTRALESA dep-
utation visited Lusaka to meet an ANC delegation headed by Secretary-
General Alfred Nzo. The ANC, UDF, and SAYCO all hailed the “heroic role”
that chuefs had played in the past against the forces of colonialism, pointed at
the significant role of the chiefs in the early years of the ANC, and welcomed
the “chiefs coming back to the people?’

This welcome is better explained by changes in overall ANC strategy than
by a changing mood in the rural villages. Grievances festered on, but the wide-
spread complaints were not translated into a broad popular movement against
chiefly rule. While UDF propaganda upheld an image of widespread popular
mobilization in the Bantustans, its internal assessments struck a more sober
note. The 1987 rural report acknowledged that active organizational involve-
ment was largely limited to youth, while organization of the civic associations

The Northern Transvaal: The Rural Crisis

The Northern Transvaal is a vast, predominantly rural area with a .fcv§7 middle-
sized towns and some industrial and mining centers.?’ The majority of thef
white population supported political parties and movements to the rlght.o

the ruling National Party (NP). This was the heartland of.the Con.scrvs.mvc
Party and the Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging (AWB).. Durmg elccuon”u;lﬁs
their posters proclaimed an unequivocal message: “Die land is ons land” (The
1an?nlsrr?al;r}sr);cspects, the Northern Transvaal is the most ecopomica?lly ba{ck—
ward region of South Africa. It is by far the most rurz?l region, with a low
urbanization rate and the highest rate of male absenteeism as a consequence

of migrant labor. Official unemployment figures roughly trebled between
1980 and 1990.3% Two homelands in the Northern Transvaal, Lebowa and

KwaNdebele, became the scene of rural revolts in the mid-1980s. The other
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Bantustans in this region—Venda and Gazankulu—do not figure promi- |

nently in accounts of rural struggles. In KwaNdebele, widespread resistan

against government plans to impose independence led to an unusual coalition

of the royal house, commuters, and youth.

Lebowa, a much longer established Bantustan, had consistently refused to |
accept independence. Like most Bantustans, Lebowa was not one consolidated

territory but thirteen bits and pieces, scattered over the Northern Transvaal

Most parts of Lebowa were remote from the main centers of employment. !
Migrant labor provided the main source of income, with migrants returning
home perhaps on a monthly visit and for a longer period during the Christmas
holidays. Some 30 percent of the potentially economically active population
were employed outside Lebowa.3! Unemployment in Lebowa in 1986 was offi-
cially estimated at 37 percent of the labor force. Salaried employment in Lebowa

could accommodate only approximately 21 percent of the labor force.32

Global statistics for the Northern Transvaal obscure the vast difference
between the living conditions of whites and Africans. For example, the pop-

ulation density in Lebowa was twenty-threc times higher than in the white-

designated part of the Northern Transvaal. People living in white arcas earned

seven to eight times the income of people living in Lebowa. Whites earned on
average more than fifteen times the salary of blacks, who primarily worked in
unskilled or semiskilled work. For black migrants working in the “white”
areas, income was on the average double the mean income earned in the home-
lands. Agriculture in “white” areas was marked by highly capital-intensive,
mechanized large farms, while homeland agriculture was characterized by
unmechanized subsistence farming on small plots. Stock farming was the most
viable form of agriculture but resulted in overgrazing and erosion. It was esti-
mated that at least one-half (but probably more) of all households living in the
homelands were landless.33
The function of Bantustans has changed over the past decades. Their initial
function in the beginning of the twentieth century was the reproduction of
cheap labor power: subsistence agriculture in the African reserves subsidized
the growth of South African mining and industry. The mines could pay wages
below subsistence level because household incomes were supplemented by
homeland agriculture. But the productive capacity of the homelands soon
reached its limits, as a consequence of population pressure, overgrazing, and
the long absence of the strongest inhabitants. By the 1920s, agricultural out-
put per capita was falling. Households came to rely increasingly on income
from migrant labor. Gradually, the roles were reversed: homeland agriculture
was now subsidized by migrant labor. Migrants sent remittances to the coun-
tryside to maintain an often tenuous rural foothold. The homelands became

importers of food. By the late 1980s, only 30 percent of the food consumed in
the Bantustans was produced internally.
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With the rapid industrialization of the 1940s, white farms exper.lfgced z}

age of labor. Farmers were unable to offer wages to compete fwfif ‘ 1inarclr

cturing. The NP, in government since 194.8,-c'ame to the alld bo Tl ;.; N

ers, one of its main constituencies. The mobility of African labor was :

y curtailed. Labor bureaus in the Bantustans Fhannclcd tl}e labor supp y

cen the mines, industry, and commercial agriculture. Without a pcrx;nt

1 these labor bureaus, Bantustan residents were not allovaed. to look for

s in “white” South Africa. Tightening of the pass laws, which in 1252 w<l:re

tended to African women, served to contain apd control thc. surplus
icans” in the homelands. Apart from their role in labor allocation, Baq-

ans assumed more political functions of contFol. The 1953 Bantu Authccl)rl-
Act was a key element in this process, in which cqntrol was c.icflcgélte to
 quasi-independent administration of Bantustan .ofﬁa.als a'nd Chlf? ls]l e
Bantustans in general, and the Lebowa administration 1n particuiar, W :
eputed to be havens of corruption and incompetence. Commls;mns t;:

quiry came up with damning evidence, but not mush was done a 0:1:0012
ebowa government until 1993, when the South African governmen

i i i ters, securi
fesponsibility for Lebowa’s financial affairs, personnel matters, ty,

administration, pensions, and the tender board. It was revealed that hundreds

of Lebowa government officials had been awarded enormous backdated salary
increases, and that the Lebowa government had also appomtcd more than a
thousand teachers whose salaries had not been included in its budge

£.36

In spite of rising unemployment in the industrial and mining centers, the

use of migrant workers remained a widespread phenomenon. One of its obvi-

ous consequences is the uneven makeup of the population, with d1§gropor—f
tionate numbers of women and children. Among the permanent resicents o
Lebowa, adults are a minority group. In 1980, 56 percent of the de facto pop-

ulation of Lebowa were under 20. Five years later, a staggerng 72.3 percent

were under 20.37

The rural crisis shared some aspects of the cris.is in urban areas but also bad
some definite characteristics of its own. Townshlp priorities such as housm%é
rents, and service charges were not high on the list of grievances. Most pe(;phe
owned their houses, and services were in any case mostly nonexistent.

structural conditions that help to explain the rural revolts in the Northern

Transvaal center around the economic crisis with its high unemplpyment fig-
ures, the crisis in the schools, and the chieftaigcl}f These conditions feature
i in accounts of the Sekhukhune rebellion. .

ProSHelll(nhi;:Ill}llmeland has been described as “a country of row upon row of huﬂll(s
and mountains, well-covered with trees and shrubs.”sslThcsc days, S'Ck;l -
huneland is best described as a dust bowl with mountains. The land (;sf eawc-1
ily eroded, and trees are scarce. As a consequence .of high bl@ rates an o{;;

resettlement, Sekhukhuneland experienced a rapid growth in population. The
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population virtually doubled between 1970 and 1980, resulting in increase
pressure for land and a drastic reduction of the role of cattle in the rural econ
omy. In 1986, the population reached 393,000.3% The Sekhukhune Chambe
of Commerce stated that trade had dropped by 65 percent between 1984 an
1986. Recruiting for the mines had come to a standstill. 40 Sekhukhuneland w
one of the poorest districts of Lebowa. Because of drought, environment:
degradation, and population density, rural dwellers could no longer rely o
subsistence agriculture as a buffer against bad times.

While employment opportunities diminished, education opportuniti
grew at a spectacular rate. Rising standards of education resulted in risin:

expectations. High school students expected to get better jobs than their par- |
ents, who were mostly working in mines or factories, on white farms, or as |
domestic workers. But during the economic slump of the 1980s, few new .

opportunities opened up, while existing employment patterns could no
absorb all newcomers. Opportunities for upward social mobility were mostly
limited to employment in the teaching and nursing professions, the homeland
administration, and the police force.

In line with tendencies nationwide, the 1980s saw a spectacular growth of
enrollment in secondary schools in Lebowa. In 1986, almost 70 percent of
young adults in the age group between fifteen and nineteen years and older
were attending a secondary school.#! The number of students in secondary
schools more than doubled in five years, from 91,965 in 1980 to 199,429 in
1986, an average annual increase of 13.8 percent.*? The massive influx of stu-
dents was paralleled by an equally massive increase in the number of teach-
ers, many of whom were young, inexperienced, and not properly qualified.

But the growth of classrooms lagged behind. Twenty-five years before,
there had been only one secondary school for the whole of Sekhukhuneland.
In 1980, the average number of pupils per classroom was 49.6, while in 1986
a classroom on average contained 62.1 pupils.* Classrooms in Sekhukhune-
land were sometimes literally overflowing. A high school in GaMankopane
had to accommodate 600 students in three classrooms. It was a common sight
to see children sitting squeezed on windowsills, outside on a few bricks, or
simply on the ground. Schools had a chronic shortage of books and teaching

materials. Many teachers made excessive use of corporal punishment.

School careers frequently had to be interrupted as black students needed to
work for a while to earn money for school fees, school uniforms, and text-
books. For white high school students, education was free. As a consequence,
there was a wide range in age among students in African high schools. In the
highest grades, students were frequently in their mid-twenties. Guidelines
from the Education Department ensured that the percentage of failures was
limited. This policy had two consequences. Since many weak students were
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oted to the next standard or grade level, passing or faﬂmg a scho?ll1 (}ilc;lr
ed completely arbitrary. Nevertheless, students whg failed wo au:
ined by their parents for being lazy. Hence the demand “pass one, g;lsts el
introduced by protesting students. The second consequence was tha o

got stuck in standard ten, the final year, where they had to pass madr d,
- standardized final exams. Thus, matric clajscs were gro;slyt(s)vercrow ed,

i ing to accommodate a hundred or more stuaen - ‘
Zntvrszcesnh;\;:gand 1086, the number of high thool students in Lebcl)l\;vna 111
wdard ten doubled, from 10,900 to 20,300. With the; growth of enro. f;nn
es came an ever increasing rate of dropouts and fgﬂures. The pass rate cu

56.6 percent in 1084 to 41.5 peiient in 1986, which Placcd ch;)vya w§6
‘low the national average of a 50 percent pass rate for Af"ncan schools 1Cr11 IE o
table 1). By 1989, only 34 percent of Lebowa matrlculanFs pass; ; cn
eiams. These students often spent not just one or twWo years in standar ’It;
it three or four years before they cither passed matric or droppcbd out(.{m.tc_

eat that students older than twenty-two years would. no longer be rc.;a11 . cld
d added to the general dissatisfaction, although 1t. never r;)latc:lrsl 1zS m:

DSAS (Congress of South African Students) was mainly run by o ciludc

ents and former students, giving the govet;ngent an extra motive to ex

« makers” by imposing an age hmit.

e;;ezreo\lzzzcous compo}rllentl: of the rural crisis—.—[')o.vcrty, rcscttlem?;lt, (l)verc—1
opulation, drought, unemployment, and the crisis in the schqqls— ! [Ey; :
role in shaping revolts in Lebowa. But tbes; structural c.o.ndmcr}r;f Y tzec_
elves cannot explain the specific characteristics of the upnsmg; The nz};ﬂt -
on explores the role of human agency: Why \fvould 'these con >t:;tls rSkctCh_
-2 youth revolt? Why would that happen at this particular nmc.th fcr e
ing the broader context of the UDF in the Northern Transvaal, the focus

_shifts to the actors in the Sekhukhune revolt.

The UDF in the Northern Transvaal

When the UDF was launched in 1983, the Tr@svaﬂ region of the UDlF cov:
red the whole province. But the heavy domln'ancc of the urb?n congl omi;l
ate of the Witwatersrand led to early complamt.s of neglect rom the ru |
areas. Rural activists felt that the urban leadership lac.kcd sensxt1v1;yJ g(; ruras
issues. A Northern Transvaal Coordinatin.g Comml.tteg of thcd ttv:Cd
formed in May 1984 to link up with existing organizations an Ossczs eand
activists. Its backbone consisted of the student organizations C A and
" AZASO (Azanian Students’ Organisation), some townsh%p—basec.i }g);;lv :1:)3 -
gresses, and a general trade union, SAAW (Sogth African Allie . gar 1

Union). An anonymous memorandum written in the same year is sharply
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Table 1
Standard 10 examination results in Lebowa, 1980-1986
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Source Reprinted from Lebowa: Introductory Economic and Socsal Memorandum (1988), 61,
courtesy Development Bank of Southern Africa and C. J. Meinges.

critical of the arrogance of the Johannesburg-based activists and the margin-
alization of the northern areas, which felt “treated as a bantustan . . . with no
right of participation” The people in the Northern Transvaal “are made to wel-
come the idea that their liberators would one day emerge from Johannesburg,”
and thus people’s “confidence in being their own liberators was significantly
dwarfed?” The memorandum complained that the UDE-Johannesburg was
using the Northern Transvaal as a labor reserve: the “advanced section of our
activists are usually drawn in the urban centres while the fate of the masses is
left to providence” It was pointed out that rural areas require different strate-
gies from urban areas. In order to unite the rapidly growing number of youth
organizations and the emerging women’s organizations, trade unions, and
church struggles into an anti-Bantustan offensive, the Northern Transvaal
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would have to become a region in its own right. If a Northern Transvaal
region were established and activities and efforts were coordinated with those
of the southern region, the memorandum concluded, the activists would be
«overstretching the enemy’s resources beyond his limits. And nobody, not
even the imperialists would save apartheid from its death pangs”

The accompanying Programme of Action, however, did not come up with
ideas that were different from those of other UDF regions.*6 The most orig-
inal idea concerned Sekhukhuneland, where the Northern Transvaal activists
planned to revive Sebatakgomo, the migrant workers’ organization that played
an active role in the revolt in tme 1950s. This plan resulted in the formation of
the Northern Transvaal People’s Congress (NOTPECO), the only organiza-
tion of migrant workers among UDF affiliates. But NOTPECO would devi-
ate substantially from what its founding fathers had in mind.

The first UDF rally in the Northern Transvaal was held in August 1984 in
the Pietersburg township of Seshego. The UDF coordinating committee
claimed that, with more than five thousand people attending, it was the
biggest political rally ever held in the history of the Northern Transvaal. After
some delay, in February 1986 the UDF Northern Transvaal was constituted
as 2 UDF region in its own right. Now that the coordinating committee was
transformed into a regional executive committee (REC), it could draw up its
own budget and employ its own organizers. By early 1986, the number of affil-
iates had grown to sixty-three.*” But servicing the vast rural areas with their
poor communications and bad roads was a task far beyond the means of the
central core of UDF activists, who clustered around Pietersburg and the Uni-
versity of the North, with its adjoining township of Mankweng. The forma-
tion of a separate Northern Transvaal region did not bring the expected flow
of resources from Johannesburg, nor did it stop the flow of activists to Johan-
nesburg. Unlike the UDF in the Southern Transvaal or other regions, the
UDF Northern Transvaal did not have its own office. For a while it shared
some office facilities with SAAWU at the office of the Northern Transvaal
Council of Churches in Pietersburg, Later it used the office of a sympathetic
lawyer. The UDF Northern Transvaal was trying to cope with meager means,
but the regional center in Pietersburg was relatively well off in comparison
with facilities in the Bantustans. In the perception of rural activists, resources
and manpower centered on Pietersburg and Mankweng and did not filter
down to rural areas. Outlying areas voiced complaints against the REC in
Pictersburg that were fairly similar to the grievances expressed in the memo-
randum with regard to the leadership in Johannesburg. The center-periphery
problem was replicated on a smaller scale.

The UDF leadership in the Northern Transvaal spanned several generations.
It included ANC veterans from the 1950s with a working-class background
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and intellectuals whose political schooling had begun in the 1970s in the stu-
dent organizations oriented to Black Consciousness (BC). Chair of the UDF
Northern Transvaal region was Peter Nchabeleng, an ANC activist from the
r9s0s who had served eight years on Robben Island for involvement in
Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK). He had been branch secretary of the ANC-
aligned trade union SACTU (South African Congress of Trade Unions) in
Pretoria as well as a member of the executive of the ANC’s Pretoria branch and
of the Sebatakgomo migrants’ organization. On his release in 1970, Nchabe-
leng was banished to Apel, the village of his birth in Sekhukhuneland. Mean-
while, some of the core activists from Sebatakgomo, led by Flag Boshielo and
John Nkadimeng, had resumed organizing underground Umkhonto struc-
tures in the Transvaal. Boshicelo, who had gone to Johannesburg as a migrant
from Sekhukhuneland to work as a garden boy, later became a commissar of
MK in exile. He was killed in an ambush in 1970, on his way home to organ-
ize the underground.*® Nkadimeng, who had been served with a banning
order, worked in Soweto at building the ANC underground. Around 1975,
Peter Nchabeleng and his co-accused, Nelson Diale, linked up with this net-
work. Before the underground network was properly organized, a group of
MK fighters, led by Mosima (“Tokyo™) Sexwale, crossed from Swaziland into
the Transvaal, spurred on by the 1976 Soweto rising. They made contact with
Fhe old Sebatakgomo network in Sekhukhuneland and organized political
instruction and military training for new recruits, including Nchabeleng’s son
Elleck. After a clash with police, where Sexwale wounded two constables with
a hand grenade, the whole Transvaal network was rounded up. Sexwale and
some others were sentenced to long prison terms, but Peter Nchabeleng
Diale, and Joe Gqabi were acquitted and served with internal banning orders?
Gqabi was later assassinated while serving as ANC representative in Zim-
babwe. Elleck Nchabeleng was sentenced to six years, most of which were
spent on Robben Island. John Nkadimeng had managed to slip out of the
country.*?

' In .1984., Peter Nchabeleng was among the first members of the UDF coor-
dinating committee of the Northern Transvaal. While serving in the UDF
9rganization, he remained involved in the ANC underground, where he was
in charge of the ANC network in the whole of the Northern Transvaal, one of
the few areas where the ANC had some measure of success in the integration
of political and military structures.’® With the formation of the UDF North-
ern Transvaal, Nchabeleng was elected regional chair. Barely two months later.
Peter Nchabeleng was detained and killed by the Lebowa police. He was sucj
c.eedcd by the vice-chair, Louis Mnguni, a philosophy lecturer at the Univer-
sity of the North, who was a relative newcomer to resistance politics. The new
vice-chair, Thabo Makunyane, underwent his initial politicization as a student
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in the 1970s in SASO (South African Students’ Organisation), the standard-
bearer of the Black Consciousness Movement. Like many of this student gen-
eration, he subsequently became involved with the ANC. In 1979, Makunyane
was sentenced to five years for ANC activities. Upon his release in October
1985, he became active in the UDF. Makunyane was one of the few business-
men in the regional UDF leadership: he had some business interests in Sek-
hukhuneland and in the Pietersburg township of Seshego. Both Mnguni and
Makunyane spent three years in detention without trial from 1986 to 1989.

Secretary of the region:l executive was Joyce Mabudafhasi, a library assis-
tant at the University of the North, who hailed from Venda. Mabudafhasi
experienced her first spell in detention in 1976. From the late 1970s, she had
been involved in organizing women’s groups by initiating community activi-
ties such as gardening, soap making, and building clay ovens. Unlike the youth
congresses, however, these women’s groups did not grow into any kind of sus-
tained organization. There were no systematic attempts to set up women’s
organizations in the Northern Transvaal. In April 1986, Mabudafhasi was seri-
ously injured when a firebomb exploded in her house in Mankweng, the
township adjacent to the university. Her house had become a hive of activists;
the garage, nicknamed “Moscow;” was taken over as a meeting place for com-
rades. In January 1989, Mabudafhasi joined with two other women to initiate
a nationwide hunger strike by political detainees, which resulted in the release
of hundreds of activists.>!

Publicity secretary of the UDF Northern Transvaal was Peter Mokaba,
whose stature as a youth leader was unrivaled among local youth. Like Ma-
kunyane, he belonged to the 1976 generation. During the student uprising
he had been involved in organizing school boycotts in and around Mankweng
and Pietersburg. He subsequently helped to establish local branches of COSAS
and AZASO. In 1980, almost the entire executive of the AZASO branch at the
University of the North, where Mokaba had enrolled as a student, went into
exile to join the ANC. On his return in 1982, Mokaba and a fellow student
were arrested and charged with activities for the ANC and MK. He was sen-
tenced to six years, but he was acquitted on appeal and released in 1985. Imme-
diately after his release he became involved in the regional interim structure of
the UDE. Mokaba, who survived many attempts on his life, played a pivotal
role in coordinating the youth organizations that were sprouting all over
South Africa. When the long awaited national youth organization, the South
African Youth Congress (SAYCO), was finally launched in March 1987, Peter
Mokaba became its first president.52 He was arrested in March 1988 on charges
of MK activities in the Northern Transvaal. As had happened at a previous
trial, once again state witnesses refused to give evidence, and Mokaba was
acquitted in May 1989. This series of acquittals promprted allegations in the
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press that Mokaba had been working as a police informer. Mokaba was called
to Lusaka for investigation. According to some reports, he was cleared by ANC
headquarters; others maintained that grounds for suspicion remained. In spite
of these spy rumors, Mokaba was elected president of the ANC Youth League,
when it was reconstituted in 1990.53 He was indispensable to the ANC efforts
to establish a measure of control over youth militancy.

Thus, the central core of UDF activists in the Northern Transvaal had a
clear and militant ANC profile. The charges of ANC and MK activities did
much to enhance Peter Mokaba’s standing among the youth but may have
made more conservative sections of the population wary of the UDF. In 1992,
when the time had come to placate other constituencies besides youth, Mo-
kaba was presented in a very different capacity. ANC president Nelson Mandela
introduced him to the million or more Zionist Christians who had gathered
for their Easter celebrations at Moria, in the Northern Transvaal, as a member
of the Zion Christian Church (ZCC). Mandela emphasized the overlap of
ANC and ZCC membership and their “common objectives5* During the
1980s, the relationship had been less cordial. When Bishop Barnabas Lek-
ganyane of the ZCC played host to President P. W. Botha at the Easter gath-
ering in 1985, he exhorted his followers to practice “Love and Peace. The key
to them is obedience to the laws of the headmen, the homeland governments
and the government of the RSA ”55

The UDF leadership in the Northern Transvaal was dominated by intellec-
tuals and students. Trade union involvement remained limited. Overall, the
trade union presence in these parts was weak. Most labor laws did not cover
the homelands. The 1979 labor reforms, which had boosted the growth of the
black trade union movement, did not apply in the homelands. Unions could
not use the official disputes machinery to force employers to bargain. Nor
could they hope to build a power base by sheer numbers. Unemployment was
so high that those who joined unions could be easily replaced.%¢ Since the pol-
icy of the Lebowa government precluded recognition of trade unions, most
companies used homeland policies as an argument to refuse to deal with
unions. Thus, unions found their sphere of operation in the Northern Trans-
vaal largely limited to the mining areas and the conservative towns of “white”
South Africa, outside the Bantustans.

A Pietersburg branch of SAAWU, the UDF-affiliated general union that
played a central role in the Eastern Cape and the Ciskei, was set up by students
at the University of the North. The main organizer was law student Alf Make-
leng, who also served on the UDF executive. He was detained in June 1986
and died two years later in police detention.” Elleck Nchabeleng also worked
briefly as a SAAWU organizer. The union gained a modest foothold in the
commercial and catering sector and in the metal industry. The other trade
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union that became involved in the UDF was the metalworkers union UMMA—

WUSA (a split from MAWU, the main black unio.n for metalworkers) with a

membership concentrated around the mining region of Steelpoort, south of
Sekhukhuneland. The Steelpoort region was also one .Of the fcw areas where

youth organizations made some attempts to link up with African workers on
the white farms. o

The UDF Northern Transvaal region was subdivided in six zones. Ideally,

each zone should have coordinated the activities of affiliates in its area. In prac-
tice, organizations tended to link up vertically with their Pamcular' parent
body, such as SAYCO or COSAS, rather than horizontaﬂy.erh organizations
in the same area. The image of a proliferation of organizations 1s to some
extent misleading, as a fairly limited number of actjvists' were able to form the
core of a range of organizations. Thus, Louis Mngunm was al.so chair of the
Mankweng civic, formed in 198s, of which Joyce Mabudathasi was t.hc secre-
tary and Peter Mokaba the publicity secretary. All three were a1§o active in the
Detainees Support Committee (DESCOM). Mabudathasi was 'mvolved in the
National Education Crisis Committee (NECC) as well as in the Human
Rights Commission. Her son Raymond was chair of the Mankweng Youth
Congress (MAYCO). o .

The absence of a regional office and of functioning subregions com-
pounded the organizational problems. Thabo Makunyane latc.r .recalled hgw
activists often used the name of the ANC or the UDF to legitimate a wide
range of activities, from fund-raising to the burning of V\'/itChCS. People woulf:i
produce letters with UDF letterheads to collect donations from local bu§1-
nesspeople or make pamphlets with a SAYCO logo, proclajmxpg that the aim
of the organization was to recruit soldiers for MK. “Magy aﬁ'mgtes took offin
different directions, assuming a life of their own. Especially, this was the case
with the youth. In many places, people were doing things in the name of ANC
or UDF without these organizations even knowing”*®

The old guard of the 1950s and the generation of the 1976 student revolt
manned the organizational structures in the UDF Northern Transvaal. .But the
battles were fought by young men in their late teens and early twenties who

were as yet inexperienced in the struggle.
Sources of Inspiration, Mobilization, and Organization

The UDF Northern Transvaal may have had meager facilities, but it. did man-
age to latch onto institutions whose resources it could tap. The University of
the North, also known as Turfloop, played a vital role as a center of commu-
nication, coordination, ideological direction, and rccruitr.nent and asa hid-
ing place for activists on the run from the police. “The engine of building the
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structures was the University”® Nicknamed “Lusaka” in activist and police
circles alike, the University of the North was, on the face of it, an unlikely place
to become the planning center of revolution in the Bantustans. It was estab-
lished in 1960 as a segregated institution for Africans from the various home-
lands %n the Transvaal. In the 1970s, Turfloop was a bastion of the Black
Consaousncss Movement, but in the 1980s the UDF/ANC became the dom-
inant force in student politics. Around 1980, the student organization AZASO,
which had its origins in the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM) wa;
taken over by Charterist students. In 1981, AZASO observed Republic’ Day
with a daring feat: students replaced the South African flag at the Mankweng
police station with an ANC flag.

The university itself remained largely under the control of the Broeder-
bond. Lecturers were mostly conservative Afrikaners. Most of the black staff
kept aloof from politics. Philosophy lecturer Mnguni and library assistant
Mabud?.fhasi were rare exceptions. In some instances, students acted with suc-
cess against right-wing lecturers who victimized political activists. “It could be
a blessing in disguise when they were making racist remarks, then there is a
reason to act against them; or when they are consistently failing students”
Class.boycotts resulted in the expulsion of several lecturers. The demand for
the dismissal of law professor P. van Warmelo was put more forcefully: stu-
dents poured acid over him.° .

As AZASO worked its way toward hegemony on the campus, violent
clashes ensued between AZASO and its rival, AZASM, the Azanian :Students
Movement, which remained true to BC ideology. AZASO managed to gain
.control of the student representative council (SRC) at Turfloop, thus obtain-
ing access to the use of telephones, photocopy machines, meeting facilities
and 'Of:casmnally cars for “student activities” Sport outings to other black um,
versities ;.md colleges were used for “spreading the gospel” Thus, student
organization spread to the University of Venda, which originated as’a branch
of Turfloop. Through AZASO, the University of the North became the main
resource center of the UDF in the Northern Transvaal.

In the early 1980s, both Charterist student organizations, COSAS (sec-
fmdary studepts) and AZASO (postsecondary institutions), promoted student
involvement in community affairs. AZASO took the initiative for the regional
launch. of SAAWU in the Northern Transvaal. AZASO’s subcommittee for
education assisted high school students 1n setting up SRCs. At its 1982 con-
ference, CQSAS had resolved to initiate the formation of youth congresses, so
as to organize nonstudent youth. Student activists, both in secondary an(i in
postsechdary institutions, saw it as their mission to build organizations in
townships and villages. AZASO met regularly with members of the UDF

“From Confuusion to Lusaka” 97

Regional Executive to plan rural campaigns. According to the students inter-
viewed, the UDF and the ANC encouraged people to study at Turfloop rather
than at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg because of Turf-
Joop’s central role in mobilizing the Northern Transvaal.

In 1983, the students from Sekhukhuneland met at Turfloop to discuss
forming organizations in their home villages.®! During holidays, students
went to their villages to form youth groups. Afterward they would meet
again at the university to exchange experiences. Among the core activists in
Sekhukhuneland were several students from the University of the North.
These were an important source of organizational know-how and of “politi-
cal education” They taught youth how to conduct meetings and ran work-
shops on Marxism-Leninism.

However incongruous it seemed, a highly formal brand of orthodox
Marxist-Leninist discourse became the language of village youth meetings.
Thus, at a meeting in 1990 of the SRC at a teacher-training college in Sek-
hukhuneland, one could listen to students discussing their decision-making
procedure in the context of “democratic centralism? Was it necessary to “con-
sult the masses” of the student body about a request to lend a sound system
to the local youth congress for a village mecting? Or did “democratic central-
ism” mean that “the masses” were in need of leadership, so that the SRC could
take the decision now and report afterward to its constituency?%” The draw-
back, however, of this organizational strategy was that many of the village-
based organizations had little permanence: frequently structures collapsed or
were left without direction when students returned to their campus.

In spite of intermittent police raids and closures of the university, students
could organize relatively freely on the campus before the declaration of the
State of Emergency on 12 June 1986. Meetings could simply be advertised.
Academic programs were regularly disrupted by boycotts and demonstrations,
but up until mid-198s the university administration remained fairly tolerant of
political activism. However, by mid-1986 the administration requested the

South African army to patrol the campus because “safety of property and
person could not be guaranteed, looting, malicious damage to property and
physical violence became tools of student militancy”%® About four hundred
students were expelled. The SRC members went underground or into exile to
join the ANC. Outside visitors were no longer allowed; students’ movements
were strictly controlled. Meetings on campus could be held only with police
permission. But boycotts continued intermittently. After a boycott of lectures
in 1088, which lasted several weeks, the university administration granted stu-
dents the right to reestablish the SRC. The army presence on the campus

lasted until 1989.
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Student organizations of both secondary and postsecondary institutions
and student contacts played a key role in initiating local youth congresses. The
1976 Soweto uprising had filtered down to some urban centers in the r;orth
but not to outlying areas such as Sekhukhuneland. Because schools in Sekhu-
khuneland and other rural districts remained quiet, parents in Soweto and
F)ther townships on the Witwatersrand began sending their children to school
in rural areas, where they stayed with relatives or in boarding schools. These
c?(tcrnal linkages proved important: new ideas, such as student rcpr;tsenta-
T.lVC councils in high schools, music, magazines, and the latest township fash-
lons were brought in by students from Soweto but also by high school stu-
dcnt§ from Sekhukhune who spent the holidays with relatives on the Reef,
looking for a temporary job. COSAS began forming branches in Sckhuj

khuneland in the early 1980s.5*

Through COSAS, high school students began making demands for the

introduction of SRCs in their schools, free books, and the abolition of corpo-

ral punishment. But COSAS was perceived as an urban organization. Among

rural youth there is a clear fecling of resentment against the arrogance of town-

ship youth. Township youth used to refer to boys from rural areas as “plans

boys” (farmhands). Although some students became involved in COSAS
youth organization gained momentum only with the formation of local yout};
congresses, such as the Sekhukhune Youth Organisation (SEYO). COSAS was
seen as “a thing from town,” whereas SEYO was “our own organization 65

The Spread of Rebellion

Student unrest in the Northern Transvaal predated the formation of the UDE
but cs.calated after 1983. Protest actions in schools in the vicinity of Turfloo
and PlcFersburg centered on the demand for SRCs and for an end to cor o}?
ral punishment. The first youth congresses, set up to organize nonstud}::nt
youth., were formed in Mankweng and Seshego, the townships of Turfloo
and Pietersburg. Mankweng was also the first township in the Northern Tran£
vaal to have a civic. The civic was formed in 1985 in the course of a campaign
by thg Mankweng Youth Congress, which had forced the local town ccfun%il
to 1'res1gn“?6 But initially, political activity outside the Turfloop campus and
its mecdlatc? Yicinity remained at a low ebb. UDF activists had initiated the
Mankweng civic hoping that from there the civic movement would spread to
other toqumps an'd.villagcs. But while youth congresses spread like wild fire
the formation of civics took off only in 1990. In Lebowa’s largest urban sct-,
Flemcnt, the Pietersburg township of Seshego, a youth congress was formed
in 1984, but only after February 1990 did Seshego have its civic. The initia-
tive then came from a group of young men who, by that time, considered
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emselves too old for the youth congress. The civic provided them with a
ew avenue for political involvement.®”

The first casualty in the Northern Transvaal occurred on 16 June 1985, when
igh school student Shadrack Mafokoane was shot and killed by the Lebowa
olice when fights erupted after a commemoration of the Soweto uprising on

¢ Turfloop campus.®® In protest, the Mankweng civic organized a local boy-
ott of the police. Shops selling to the police were targeted for a consumer
oycott. The campaign ro isolate the police was taken up by the UDF and
pread to other townships and subsequently also to rural areas.

From July 1985 onward, many activists were detained and others forced into

hiding. From November, several UDF affiliates organized consumer boycotts
' to demand the release of prisoners. In Mahwelereng, the township adjoining
: Potgietersrus, the youth congress instigated a ban on police entering hotels
. and shebeens, or taverns. Tensions escalated after the police opened fire on the

outh and arrested 40 members of the youth congress. The youth reraliated
with attacks on policemen’s homes and government offices. The home of

' Lebowa’s minister of education in Mahwelereng was destroyed in a firebomb
* attack. AZAPO activist Lucky Khumalo was beaten to death at the local police

station.®® In Motatema, a township near Groblersdal, battles between police
-~ and youth erupted in February 1986, leaving ten youth dead and scores of peo-
-~ ple injured or in detention. Six of these casualties fell when police tried to pre-

vent youth from attending a funeral of earlier victims.”® This funeral became

. one of the landmarks in the Lebowa uprising. Large numbers of young peo-
ple from remote areas—including Sekhukhuneland —flocked to Motatema to

attend the funeral. As elsewhere in South Africa, mass funerals played a vital
role in the process of mobilization. Similar deadly cycles of violence were
reported in the first months of 1986 from Seshego, where police went on a
rampage against UDF and AZAPO members alike.

These months also marked the escalation of rebellion in Sekhukhuneland.
In March 1986, thousands of youth all over this rural region poured out of
their schools, commandeered buses and other vehicles, and drove in a convoy
to the Lebowa capital, where they wanted to present their demands to the
Lebowa government. But the convoy was stopped halfway by the Lebowa
police. A battle ensued between police and youth, in which many youth were
badly beaten or wounded by gunshots. Mass arrests inspired demands for the
release of the students. Subsequent battles resulted in more youth being killed
or injured. As in the townships, funerals of young activists “killed in action”
became an important meeting place to make further plans.

By this time, open warfare had broken out with the police. Youth targeted
property that they believed belonged to those sympathetic to the enemy, the
Lebowa government. Local businesspeople, who depended on the homeland
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administration for licenses and contracts, were largely seen as belonging to

the enemy camp. Buses, shops, and some schools were burned. Pressure was
put on shopkeepers, shebeen owners, and taxi drivers to refuse their services
to policemen.”!

Beginning in mid-198s, the Lebowa government took harsher measures to
stem the tide of radicalism. Public servants who were members of “subversive
organizations,” namely UDF and AZAPO, were threatened with dismissal.

The assistance of the South African army was asked to help the Lebowa police

force in combating the unrest. Chicfs were given more powers in school mat-
ters, including the right to prohibit admission of students from outside the
area in which the school was situated.” The following year, the Lebowa leg-
islative assembly passed an indemnity act, which granted indemnity to its offi-
cials and police force members for any action or utterance performed in
curbing political unrest from 1 June 1985 up to 11 June 1986. After 11 June, a
nationwide State of Emergency gave similar indemnity to all members of the
security forces in the whole of South Africa. As a result, hundreds of lawsuits
against the Lebowa government were frozen. Attorney Don Nkadimeng, for
example, had to abandon 643 claims for assault, totaling two million Rand in
damages, against the Lebowa minister of law and order. In 1988, the Lebowa
Indemnity Act was nullified by the Supreme Court in Bloemfontein.”?

The state was not alone in reacting violently to the spread of rebellion.
Businessmen who became the target of boycotts, extortions, or hijackings
joined forces with the police or formed vigilante groups on their own accord.
In the newly built “capital” Lebowakgomo, youth threatened businesses to
obtain money to bail out friends arrested for various offenses. In case of
refusal, shops were looted or burned. Several businessmen paid soo Rand or
more to keep their shops open.”* When requiring transportation to meetings
or funerals, youth often commandeered cars or refused to pay taxi fares.

A particularly bitter hostility developed between young activists and mem-
bers of the Zion Christian Church (ZCC) after President P. W. Botha’s visit to
the Easter celebrations. Pretoria’s propaganda made the most of the respect-
ful reception of the state president by two million law-abiding blacks, while
Bishop Lekganyane condemned the violence in the townships. The traditional
political neutrality of the ZCC members seemed already an anachronism in a
“struggle culture” in which people belonged either to the “people’s camp” or
to the “enemy’s camp?” But Botha’s visit to Moria had made the ZCC mem-
bers positively suspect in the eyes of the youth. The following year youth
organizations in several places demanded that ZCC members stay home at
Easter and not make their customary pilgrimage to Moria. Zionists did not

always turn the other check. Student periodicals reported several instances
where groups of ZCC men, nicknamed the Moria Defence Force, invaded
schools to teach the youth some “discipline 75

“Beyond Our Wildest Dreams”

) 101
rom Confusion to Lusaka”

But organization and mobilization remained largely conﬁnf.:d to yogth.
ot only the conservative sectors of African society—such as bu'sm.css, chiefs,
y the African independent churches—were aloof or antagonistic to UDF
actions; in addition, the UDF was largely unsuccessful in involving workers,
supposedly the vanguard of the liberation movement. In some areas, howevefi

otably in the mining regions of Phalaborwa and StFelpoorF, students mounte
oint campaigns with workers. The presence of an 1_ndustrlal workforce meant
that youth activists could link up with union activists. -

The Steelpoort Valley, south of Sekhukhuneland, is also one of the rare
laces where protest action by farmworkers was reported. In th1§ area of
orced resettlement, about 130,000 BaPedi displaced from the white farms
ave been resettled at Mampuru, inside Lebowa. The local chief in Mampuru,
himself a victim of forced removals, was sympathetic to the UDF and. allowed
meetings to take place in his village. Some inhabitants commuted daily to th;

* white farms in the Steelpoort Valley, making them more amenable to organi-
zation than farmworkers living on the farms. In 1986, farmworke;: heeded a
 call fora stay-away from work on 1 May, which was most 'unusual. At sevcr;g
~ farms, workers stayed away from work, demanding a daily wage -of s Rand
White farmers in the Steelpoort Valley complained abouF youth mtm.ndatmg
farmworkers, hijacking or firecbombing their trucks, steah.ng from their lands,
and burning buildings. They claimed that at roadblocks in Lebowa they had
to buy an “ANC permit” for rooo Rand to get §afc passage. {\rmed farmers
. declared that they would shoot any youth found in their fields. We eat barbed
\ wire for breakfast and we are more right-wing than the AWB [Afrikaner Wécr~
standsbeweging, the Afrikaner Resistance Movement]”’8 They favored sim-
ple solutions to the insurgency: an electrified fence along the border with
Lebowa and a blockade of food deliveries to Lebowa. When hunger wogld
begin to bite, the “ordinary blacks” would evict the “comrades,” after which
life could resume as usual.”

These examples of linkages between youtb and wo.rkers-, hocher, were
fairly exceptional and were limited to arcas with a resident industrial wo.rk-
force. The townships and villages of the Steelpoort and Phalaborwa region
were not typical of rural Lebowa. In the rural parts of Lebowa, youth move-
ments had little contact with migrant workers. Few workers showed an inter-
est in political gatherings organized by youth. Asked about student-worlfcr
alliances, one student activist later recalled: “Actually, we had problems Wth
people working and being union members in Johannesburg and Prctorl'a.
They did not want to be involved in our struggle. Perhaps they were not polit-
ically motivated and just union members because they wan_ted better pay and
job protection. The traditionally minded people complained that we Weée
undermining the chief’s position®® Migrant workers were generally seen by
activists as “parents.” not as workers with whom an alliance could be sought.
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. Through youth networks, the cycle of rebellion and repression, which orig-
inated in mid-198s in the urban centers of Turfloop and Pietersburg, had
reached the rural areas by the end of that year. By early 1986, rebellion had esca-
lated to such an extent that it made the national newspapers. Reporting on the
insurgency in the Northern Transvaal, the Sunday Times asserted that it reached
“deep into the near-inaccessible rural areas of Sekhukhuneland” where “tribes-
men are being introduced, sometimes violently, to the ideologies of the left®!

The Sekhukhune Revolt: The Actors

The roads of Sekhukhuneland are admittedly bad, but the description in the
Sunday Times conjures up misleading pictures of a primeval wilderness inhab-
ited by innocent tribesmen who are being infected by foreign ideologies. In
reality, Sekhukhuneland is only a four- to five-hour drive from Johannesburg.
Its inhabitants, who for the most part belong to the BaPedi people, have a
long history of exposure to the outside world, largely due to a pattern of
migrant labor that goes back more than a century to the early years of dia-
mond mining at Kimberley. Even before the advent of the mining industry,
young men from Sekhukhuneland went to work for cattle farmers in the
Eastern Cape. Whereas migrant labor initially was a passing phase in the life
of young men, lasting long enough for the purchase of a gun and perhaps
some cattle, as the twentieth century progressed, migrancy increasingly became
an almost lifelong necessity for many men and a growing number of women.
{&s previously described, migrant organizations played a vita] role in the
uprising of the 1950s when the NP government attempted to impose its Ban-
tustan system on Sekhukhuneland. Nor were the people of Sekhukhuneland
total strangers to the “ideologies of the left” Several leading figures in the
migrant workers’ organization Sebatakgomo, such as John Nkadimeng, Elias
Motsoaledi, a trade unionist who was among Mandela’s codefendants in the
Rivonia trial, Flag Boshielo, and Peter Nchabeleng, were active members in
?Joth the ANC and the Communist Party. Although overt political activity was
impossible during the 1960s and 19708, the UDF in the 1980s could draw on
a small nucleus of ANC veterans and on a collective memory of earlier
episodes of resistance.

Students and Youth

The main actor in the Sekhukhune revolt was the Sekhukhune Youth Organ-
isation (SEYO), which was not formally constituted until 1086. But from 1984
onward, local youth movements had been sprouting at the village level. The
first Sekhukhune Youth Committee was formed in 1984 in the twin village of
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Apel-GaNkoane, in the northern part of Sekhukhuneland. The major inspira-
tion came from student organizations like COSAS and AZASO, while small
nuclei of local ANC activists, like the Nchabeleng household in Apel, provided
a link with Jocal ANC traditions.

The Nchabeleng household was an important center of UDF activity in
Sekhukhuneland. Several sons of the UDF president played a pivotal role in
the youth movement, both on a regional and local level. People like Peter
Nchabeleng and a few otl.ers kept alive something of an ANC tradition.
Buried under the goats’ kraal behind the Nchabeleng house was a collection

. of documents, including a tattered copy of the Freedom Charter. Some polit-

ical discussions were held with his children and a few friends, but on the
whole, political activity was low. Not many people dared to visit Nchabeleng’s
house because the police always came to interrogate visitors. Many villagers

. feared the household was a nest of terrorists. One youth activist recalled, “We

were told that Peter Nchabeleng was a communist, that he had been trained
by Russia and that he was coming with bombs to destroy us#?

Peter Nchabeleng survived several attempts on his life. In one instance in
1983, the principal of the local high school sent him a letter bomb in an enve-

lope that allegedly contained the school report of his son Maurice. Because the

- envelope felt suspicious, Nchabeleng sent it back to the principal with Mau-

rice and asked him to verify the contents. The principal refused. An expert
analysis confirmed that the envelope did indeed contain a letter bomb.83
Nchabeleng’s eldest son, Luthuli, fed up with continuous harassment by
police and schoolteachers because of his “terrorist” background, had crossed
the Botswana border in 1982 to join the AN C.% In 1984, the second-born son,
Elleck, returned home from Robben Island. Following the general instruc-
tions given by the ANC leadership on the island to departing prisoners, he
became involved in various organizations such as trade union and youth
movements in the Northern Transvaal, including a group of students in Apel.
Initially, there was not much talk of politics: “The first meetings were with
rasta kids who came to smoke dagga [marijuana]”®® Later, when Elleck went
to work with a community resource center in Johannesburg, he was instru-
mental in getting newspapers and other informational material and money for
transportation costs to youth activists. Shops in Sekhukhuneland were afraid
to stock newspapers, even such mainstream papers as the Stas, Rand Daily
Mail, Citizen, or Sowetan. Shopkeepers feared police harassment. “Lebowa
police wanted to keep the rural areas isolated from the towns, so that people
would not be aware of the revolt elsewhere in South Africa”%6

In the remote village of GaMasemola, Nelson Diale, who was co-accused
with Nchabeleng in the 1978 trial for terrorism, was also in touch with the
local youth organization. Diale manned an advice office that became a nerve
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center of information and communication. This office was opened late in 1986
in Jane Furse, a village with a concentration of educational, medical, and com-
mercial facilities. Many people were in the habit of coming to Jane Furse to
seck help from the Lutheran Dean Mimiela and from Aaron Motsoaledi, a
medical doctor, both of whom were sympathetic to the UDE. When repres-
sion became severe, with the police assaulting, robbing, and raping people,
legal and other types of assistance was much in demand. Since there were no
local lawyers, people had to travel to Pietersburg or Johannesburg to get legal
advice. The advice office staffed by Diale and supported by the Lutheran
Church and the human rights organization Black Sash was meant to provide
for these needs. In its first years, however, the office could hardly function
because of the continuous presence of police and the South African army.%”
Whereas most church ministers in rural areas were either hostile or indiffer-
ent, the UDF had a good relationship with the office of the Northern Trans-
vaal Council of Churches in Pietersburg and with the Lutheran Church. The
Lutherans, who benefited from fairly generous overseas funding, could per-
haps afford a more courageous stand than churches that were dependent on
local revenue. The Lutheran mission at Lobethal in Sekhukhuneland served as
meeting place for a series of UDF meetings and allowed the use of its photo-
copy facilities.

The ANC input in the youth movement, while providing the youth with
the powerful symbols of armed struggle, served to frighten off most of the
older generation. “Many people were saying that the ANC was a bad thing.
That is what they heard from parents and teachers. At first, old people were
totally opposed to talking about the ANC. They warned us that we would
land in jail”*® However, it was not the old ANC guard but a burgeoning
movement of youth, led by secondary and postsecondary students, that caused
ic Sekhukhune revolt. “In Jane Furse there was talk of SRC’s for the first time
n 1980-1981,” recalled Philip Mnisi, who attended high school in Jane Furse
and later worked as a student teacher in Apel. “COSAS was introduced at the
same time. It was an idea that came from town, from the urban areas”

In Apel, COSAS was introduced in 1985. The demand for student repre-
sentattve councils ran into stiff opposition from principals and teachers. Overt
organization in schools was not possible at the time; meetings were held in
schoolyards. Some high school students became involved in COSAS, but
when local youth organizations were formed, they became the dominant
movement, absorbing most of the COSAS activists. “When SEYO came. then
COSAS activity died. Because SEYO was our own organization. Peoplej now
pursued the same issues in SEYO, and it were mostly the same people who
were involved”® The SEYO constitution was obviously inspired by the
COSAS concept of youth congresses: an organizational formula to accom-
modate both student and nonstudent youth and to link up with community
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issues. The SEYO constitution, modeled after that of the Soweto Youth Con-
gress, states as one of the key objectives: “to mobilise and conscientize the
youth for involvement in the struggles of their communities and to encourage
the formation of community-based organisations.”>

The villages of Jane Furse and Apel were the two main centers from which
youth organization spread to other villages. Apel was locked in long-standing
disputes concerning land rights with the neighboring village of GaNkoane.”!
Occasionally, these disputes had led to violent confrontation. This animosity
had prevented any kind of joint organization or joint activities between the vil-
lages. “Sometimes your parents would beat you up if you were friendly with
the other camp”?? Rather than forming two organizations, youth leaders
decided to form one youth organization for the two villages to demonstrate
that “faction fights and division” could be overcome in the interest of unity in
the liberation struggle. In 1985, Richard Sekonya of GaNkoane, a student at
the Agricultural College in Tompi Seleki near Marble Hall (west of Sekhu-
khuneland) became the president of the Sekhukhune Youth Committee in
Apel-GaNkoane, which subsequently became the local branch of the umbrella
organization SEYO. He linked up with the youngest son of Peter Nchabeleng,
Maurice, who attended high school in Apel. Another Nchabeleng son, Petrus,
was a law student at Turfloop. The Nchabeleng house became a center of
youth activity. As Sekonya recalled: “That old man was spending sleepless
nights trying to help us and to solve our problems. Also he always involved us
in solving our problems” From Apel, youth organization spread quickly to
other villages. “People from all over Sekhukhune came to Apel to ask advice,
because we were more advanced, we had the first branch and also the biggest”
With the help of some funds provided by Elleck Nchabeleng from Johannes-
burg, activists from Apel traveled to other villages to organize branches of the
youth movement. “We managed to organize many branches. For instance,
Tafelkop exploded within a week after our visit. Our branch was well built”%?

Contacts with the outside world proved important for the beginnings of
youth organization in the villages, not only because the outside world pro-
vided an input of ideas and resources but also because by living in the villages
of Sekhukhuneland one missed the politicizing direct encounters with racist
teachers or employers and with the apartheid state. For firsthand experiences
with apartheid, one had to go outside Sekhukhuneland. One activist recalled:
“Political activity was very low. We were not politically active, we used to look
down on people wasting their time on politics”” His politicizing experience
came in 1985, when he went to Pretoria to find a temporary job. “There I saw
this long queue of men, some of them even old men, queuing for ajob in a
white man’s garden. I saw apartheid alive in Pretoria; at home it was some-
thing you read about in the newspapers”** Encounters with the pass laws also

proved a politicizing experience.
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Richard Sekonya became involved in politics as a student at the Agricultural §
College in Tompi Seleki. Many staff members at the college were Afrikaners.
Students from Turfloop assisted in forming an AZASO branch and a SRC, of

which Sekonya became the general secretary. He described an incident that
took place at the school in 198s:

ings on the banks of the Oliphants river. In five months time all the youth
was organized % . .
S Such sentiments on the need for all-encompassing organization were quite
: in line with views of other UDF activists at the time. On the Turfloop cam-
E§pus, AZASO ran a recruitment campaign in 1985-86 under the slogan “every

Oppression was at a peak that side, they could not even take a suggestion. We
had objections against one black vice-principal and one white vice-principal. We
sent a memorandum to the principal, but after a month there was still no reply.
We resolved to take a school truck and load the possessions of the black vice-
principal on the truck, to make clear that he had to move out. After we had put
his things on the truck, we went to the house of the white vice-principal, but that
was guarded by soldiers who fired warning shots. The white man also stood
with a gun in his door. Students told him that they did not want him on the
campus anymore. The soldiers would not allow us to take his furniture. We were
angry because his house was guarded, while the black vice- principal’s house had
not been protected. We went to a filling station, made petrol bombs and

bombed the house. The soldiers were shooting. Two persons were shot, they
were injured.®®

After this incident in September 1985, Sekonya was arrested but later released
on bail. Since he had been expelled from the college, he could now become a
full-time activist in Apel-GaNkoane, at least until November 1986, when he
was sentenced to six years imprisonment, subsequently reduced to four years.

UDF documents mention a combined membership of the youth con-
gresses of the Northern Transvaal totaling 120,000 members, making this the
strongest youth movement in the country. When regional congresses linked
up to form SAYCO in May 1987, the Northern Transvaal boasted about 150
local congresses, of which 40 were located in Sekhukhuneland.® But these fig-
ures are misleading. They suggest a signed up membership, while in actual fact
they must be wild estimates. In reality, everybody who was considered to
belong to the “youth” was also considered to be a member of the youth con-
gress. “In the early years of SEYO, all the youth was considered to be a mem-
ber. Sometimes force was used to get all the youngsters to attend the meetings.
We would not permit the presence of any other organization in the village,
such as the PAC. We threatened ZCC members that we would disturb their
processions if they would not allow their children to attend our meetings.
These days we are more democratic. But it is not always possible to start an
organization without force™”

Youth organization in the remote village of Mphaaneng, which took off
with help from Apel activists and AZASO members from Lebowakgomo,
was run on the same principle. “We learned the lesson that you have to be
united to make the country ungovernable. . . . There were weekly mass meet-

- people!

tudent an AZASO member” which aimed to exclude rival organizations
om the campus. A UDF publication uoted with apparent app.roval another
outh activist, who stated: “The call in the villages is to organise every per-
on. Because those who are not with us can be used by the enemy against the
»99
SEYO’s constitution put the age limit for membership at thirty-cight years,
ut most of the activists were between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five. In
a sense, youth organization functioned as age groups: one did not join l?y
choice—one was considered a member by virtue of age. Compulsory recruit-
ment to age regiments was not a novel feature in BaPedi society. Delius and
Moénnig have described how youth progressed from the status qf ‘lm..vemane
boys) to masoboro (adolescent, uninitiated youth) and, after initiation, to
adulthood. Initiation (koma) was held in the individual chiefdoms approxi-
mately every five years, and it was compulsory for all youth of the appropriate
age—from carly teens to mid-twenties—to attend.!%°
Initiation groups were formed into age regiments led by a son of the local
chief. The process was designed to cement the loyalty of the members to Fhe
chieftainship and to reinforce bonds of solidarity and mutual cooperation

¢ between age mates. Masoboro ran their own courts to administer justice within

the group. Group leaders emerged from switch-fighting competitions. Some

- of these features are clearly visible in the rural youth congresses of the 1980s.

In Mapulaneng, another district of Lebowa, leaders of the youth organizati.on
were chosen by virtue of their physical prowess. %! Youth organization exhib-

 ited the combination of unruliness and rough internal discipline typical for the

masoboro. But insubordination went far beyond what was deemed acceptable
in terms of custom. Not only did youth set the law for themselves, b\.1t they
also aspired to set the law for the adult world. Youth groups administered
rough justice to age mates and also passed judgment in adult matters such as
domestic disputes between husband and wife, in matters that were Fhe domfaln
of the head of the family or, in more serious cases, the chief and his counc%l.
Tribal ritual no longer served to integrate youth into BaPedi society. High
school students identified “tribal custom” as a source of oppression. Boys
objected to their forced recruitment to the circumcision school, which was seen
as a means to subjugate them to the rule of the chief.1% Stories of young men
being drafted into initiation rituals against their will came from many parts
of the Northern Transvaal, from Sekhukhuneland as well as from Venda.!%®
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was formed primarily to address issues back home, in the rural arcas. “We
formed NOTPECO committees in the villages, and also in hostels, like in
Tembisa, and Dube and Denver hostel. The purpose of these committ’ecs was
to organize the people in the hostels, so that they could address the problems

in their home villages, like the problem with chiefs who demand a levy from i

migrant workers when they return home”!!¥ Combating Bantustans and
gvolvemcnt in home politics brought the NOTPECO leadership in open con-
flict with the chiefs, who were branded as being among “the worst oppressors
a.nc.i exploiters of the people”!!* The chieftaincy was obviously considered as
an institution beyond reform. NOTPECO’s organizers were not campaigning
to make chiefs accountable to the villagers; they wanted to abolish chiefly rule:

The administration of the villages must be run by the village committees. We
are strongly against the chief and his royal council running the whole affairs of
the village. The people benefit nothing out of this. The community must be
actively involved in the way the village is run. The community will take over the
chief’s office to administer the village. A constitution will be drawn up by the
whole community. This will be used as a guideline to run the village. The chief
will be stripped of his powers over the community. So it won’t be like in the

past where the chief runs the village, and wh ingi
pase where the, ge, and where people run bringing presents

Calls for the dismantling of tribal structures and the installation of elected vil-
lage councils were certainly not inconsistent with mainstream UDF thinking
in 1986.116 However, UDF leaders contended that Monama hijacked NOT-
PECO in order to build the organization into his own fiefdom. They felt he
icn u.scd this power base to wage his battles against chiefs and to interfere
in faction fights involving competing claims to the chieftaincy, particularly in
the festering dispute between the two half-brothers who contested the para-
mountcy of Sekhukhuneland. From Monama’s point of view, this was not a
diversion from NOTPECO?’s objectives; on the contrary, involvement in
“home matters” was NOTPECO?’s very raison détre.

Monama, in turn, replied that the UDF neglected the migrants. He com-
plained that the UDF failed to send speakers to NOTPECO’s meetings. It did
not provide any funding nor assist with raising funds from other sources.
NOTPECO did not raise membership fees, but it did manage to get some
money from the South African Council of Churches, which it used to run an
office in Johannesburg,.

.WiJfricd Monama had a background in the ANC and Sebatakgomo as well
as in township politics in Alexandra and Soweto. In the conflict with the UDF
about t-he “correct line” of action, he therefore could invoke his own experi-
ence leth the struggle and the rural-urban nexus. In spite of this background
in national and township politics, Monama could not see it as NOTPECO’s
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ask to form a liaison with civics. Instead, NOTPECO’s calling was to “fight
gainst oppression at home;” which involved fighting the Lebowa government
and abuses by chiefs.})” This view was shared by the NOTPECO secretary,

« Jepson Nkadimeng, who was otherwise highly critical of Monama’s high-
! handed leadership. Nkadimeng, a Pedi migrant who was also an active trade
" wnionist in Johannesburg, agreed that NOTPECO had no role to play in
' township politics. In his eyes, there was a division of labor: unions organize

in factories, civics in the communities, and NOTPECO in the hostels. “Our
work was organizing the people in the hostels, to tell them not just to give
money to the chief whenever he asked for it, and to tell the people that they
had a right to hold meetings. NOTPECO also called meetings in the villages,
but organizing in the hostels was easier. There people are free from chiefly con-
trol, so there is no fear”!18

The UDF leadership complained that Monama refused to be accountable

to the UDF, that he tried to raise funds independently, that he called mass

. meetings without consultation: in short, that he tried to turn NOTPECO into
. an independent power base. Moreover, the UDF looked with suspicion at
© NOTPECO because its organizational setup in the towns was based on village

networks: “It had some tribal connotations, it was organizing along tribal

" lines”!19 Organizations based on ethnic appeal did not fit in with UDF think-

ing. This taboo on ethnicity might in part be responsible for the UDF’s fail-
ure to appeal to migrant workers, for whom ethnic networks provide a sense
of identity and security in a hostile urban environment. Few organizations
catered to specific migrant concerns. Trade unions organizing among migrant
workers focused on pay and conditions in town, not on rural concerns. For
the unions, “community involvement” meant involvement in the townships.
On the basis of the limited information available, it is difficult to judge
NOTPECO’s impact. None of the people interviewed could give any indica-
tion of its membership or support base. At one point, Nkadimeng, after long
hesitation, mentioned a membership of “more than 10.000,” but that seems
highly exaggerated. The organization seems to have been effective in only a
handful of villages. In Apel, there was no NOTPECO presence. NOTPECO’s
most active period was from 1986 to 1988. In 1989, Monama intended to run
a campaign against chiefly rule, for which the questionnaires were already
printed. But by then, attempts were underway to recruit chiefs into CON-
TRALESA, an organization sympathetic to the UDF and the ANC. Although
Monama had initially opposed the formation of CONTRALESA, he subse-
quently yielded to pressure from the UDF and abandoned the campaign.
The UDF attempted to get NOTPECO more into line by suspending
Monama as acting chair and calling for new elections, while offering him a job
as UDF organizer.!2° Although the constitution called for annual elections,
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the same leadership had stayed in place from 1986 to 1990. Monama, howeve,
refused to call new elections and accused the UDF of meddling in NOT-
PECO’s affairs. After the unbanning of the ANC, NOTPECO faded away, for
no more activities were undertaken. NOTPECO could have become a useful
vehicle to articulate migrant concerns, bur it never realized its potential due to
internal feuds and to a strained relationship with the UDF leadership, which
on the whole remained quite remote from the world of hostels and migrants.

Some of the problems surrounding NOTPECO are reminiscent of Seba-
takgomo’s experience in the 1950s. At the time, some criticism was voiced of
Sebatakgomo for being a tribally based organization. There was also the prob-
lem of loyalties divided between the imperatives of “the struggle” as inter-
preted by the political elite in the liberation movement, and migrants’ primary
loyalties to their home areas, which necessarily involved ethnic networks. 121
NOTPECOQO’s significance in the 1980s was only marginal compared to the
central role of Sebatakgomo in the 1950s. It is therefore difficult to draw par-
allels, but the central contradiction remained unresolved.

Monama and Nkadimeng gave conflicting views on NOTPECO’s rela-
tionship with the youth movement. Monama saw it as part of his calling to
bridge the generation gap in rural areas. Therefore, he said, youth were invited
to attend meetings, although older people found this difficult to accept
because it went against tradition. Nkadimeng stated that there were no joint
meetings with the youth congresses. Possibly, such meetings centered around
Monama rather than around NOTPECO. Among the UDF grievances is the
complaint that Monama tried to recruit youth into his organization, thus tres-
passing on the recruiting grounds of another UDF affiliate, SEYQ.122

From interviews with youth activists, 1t appears that there were some spo-
radic contacts. Significantly, both sides saw their relationshup 1n terms of over-
coming problems between youth and parents, not in terms of a potential
student-worker alliance. SEYO publicity secretary Dewet Monakedi recalled
having a meeting with Monama in 1986 “to discuss problems like parents who
would not allow their children to attend meetings; parents not playing their
role in the struggle. We tried to convince NOTPECO that they, the parents,
should also play their part in the struggle 123

Other SEYO activists were completely unaware of these contacts. A group
of SEYO core activists from Apel stated categorically that NOTPECO “never
worked as it was meant to work, because of the leadership problem. These
people also had no link with other progressive structures, they were just act-
ing on their own 124 The youth leadership looked upon migrants as adver-

saries rather than allies. “Migrant workers generally are conservative and
traditionalist in outlook, They have little education and they feel inferior, com-
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ing from a Bantustan. They are hostile to people with education. They tend to
be very sensitive towards things emphasizing their backwardness, they are very

; (125
defensive. They don’t want to lose authority”

The Sekbukbune Parents’ Crisis Committee: “Pavents” Ave Businessmen

IfNOTPECO did not offer much prospect for linking the youth movement

to a broader alliance, neither did the Sekhukhune Parents’ Crisis CommitFee
(SPCC). In name it resembled the Soweto Parents’ Crisis Cqmmittec, wh.lch
was formed by Soweto community leaders in 1985 to reestabh.sh com.mum_ca-
tion with the high school students, to find ways of addressing their major
grievances, and to get them back to school. But the Sckht'lkhunc version of
SPCC was a different type of organization, formed by bugmcs's owners wh'o
otganized themselves against youth looting their shops, hijacking their V‘Chl-
cles, and extorting money. Businessmen in the Lebowa context meant mainly
shopkeepers, taxi owners, and owners of the most lucrative business of‘all,
beer halls and bottle stores. Small traders in rural areas found themselves in a
vulnerable position. Obtaining a business license involved entrance intoa local
patronage network, usually a chief’s council.12¢ Sekhukhune business own-
ers formed SPCC to protect their interests against unruly youth. As one youth
activist later related: “During funerals, youth would go and get food. from the
shops and hijack buses and trucks. And then after being used, tbc vehicles were
burnt. Youth, when needing transport, did not ask for a lift, just ordered the
driver out and took over”!?” . .
SPCC secretary Morwamoche Makotanyane described similar experiences
when explaining the origins of his organization: “The sol.e purpose of th.e
SPCC was: to prevent violent activity of youth from penetrating into the busi-
ness community.”}?® The SPCC was formed in 1985 at the initiative of the
Sekhukhune Chamber of Commerce after consultations among businessmen
on the proper modes of defensive action. Some favorcFi a Viglent response to
ransacking youth, whereas others pleaded for consultation with youth leaders.
“The problem with the youth was that they were very secretive; you would
never know the names of the leaders”!?* .
Peter Nchabeleng was invited to address a group of around fifty business-
people and to explain the policies and activities of the UDF. He called for
patience with the youth and consultations about their problems. N(?w that the
majority position was in favor of pacification rather than confrontation, SPCC
was formally established by the Sekhukhune Chamber of Commerc§ at a
meeting in Magnet Heights. In effect, SPCC em.ergcd.as an alternative to
right-wing vigilantism, not as an offshoot of the liberation struggle. About
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150 businessmen attended the meeting to form SPCC and elected M. W.
Makgaleng, a businessman in Apel, as SPCC’s chair. The secretary was
M. Makotanyane, a businessman from Mohlaletse, who was heavily involved
in the dispute between the two half-brothers who contested the right to the
Pedi throne.

SPCC then called a mass meeting for students and parents, “to ask the chil-

dren what was their problem” The meeting was conducted in a highly

charged atmosphere and was taken over by youth who demanded that police-
men and members of the Lebowa parliament leave the venue so that the
meeting could proceed. The police left. The Lebowa MPs had to sign a state-
ment indicating that if they wanted to stay in the meeting, they would resign
their seats. Two signed, but only one actually resigned subsequently. At this
meeting a modus vivendi was worked out: the youth would no longer go
around to collect money and food and would not go inside the shops; in

turn, the business community agreed to provide a fund for bail for political

activists.'*® Youth also pressured shopkeepers to refuse to sell any goods to
policemen, for the campaign to isolate the police had spread from the town-
ships to the rural areas.

On a few occasions, SPCC did venture beyond the concerns of business-
people and into the role of an organization of concerned parents. An SPCC
delegation attended a meeting in Durban in March 1986, called by the
National Education Crisis Committee to discuss the crisis in the schools.
There were occasional contacts with the UDF leadership, although SPCC was
not a UDF affiliate. “At some point, the idea of forming a civic was discussed
in SPCC, but it never materialized. Many people would rather rely on the
army and police. People saw the comrades as their enemies. . . . Political activ-
ity became discredited ”13!

SPCC was not a bridge to reestablish contact across the generational divide.
Youth leadership maintained at best an opportunistic relationship with busi-
nessmen who offered certain resources such as money and food — particularly
for funerals—or the occasional use of their vehicles in exchange for protection.
The deal seems to have worked fairly well for a while: lootings and burnings
of shops diminished, as the youth leadership tried to impose some discipline
on its unruly following. Plundering businesses was not a generally condoned
practice. “Some comrades abused the names of the comrades and hijacked a
van to take them to a funeral. Others hijacked a lorry with sweet potatoes at
Jane Furse and took 2000 Rand from the driver. But other comrades brought

the lorry back to the owner, an Afrikaner farmer, and they said that the thieves
had abused the name of the comrades. Also, some time, comrades demanded
liquor from the bottle store and went to another village to sell the stuff. But the
comrades intervened and beat them up severely and brought the liquor back 132

7 II
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But when the army moved into Sekhukhuneland after the qutbrcak of ﬁlﬂ-
scale revolt, everybody who was remotely involved in anything Fescmbhng
opposition politics became a suspect, including the SPCQ leadership. In Apel,
Makgaleng had to resign his position on the chief’s cougcﬂ, anFl Majkotanya.ne
spent some weeks in detention. Attendance at meetings diminished, and
SPCC ceased to exist in the latter half of 1986.

Limitations to Alliance Politics

The history of the UDF in Sekhukhuneland, and in tbe Northfer'n Transvaal
more generally, clearly illustrates the limitations to alhax.lcc pohtlcs.. COSAS
and AZASO strategy prescribed involvement of students in community affairs
and close cooperation with community organizations. In the villages of
Sekhukhuneland this strategy foundered due to insurmountable problems.
There were no sympathetic organizations with which to link up. As the yogth
revolt deepened into an uprising against all authority, the older generation
became even more alienated from political activism. .
Following the example of the townships, the youth movement did make
some attempts at community-oriented activities, but w1thqut success. The
Youth Committee in Apel took up a bus campaign, demanding be_tter trans-
portation to Pictersburg. “It was difficult, very difficult to organize anq to
explain to people. People are afraid of organizing. We mobilized by having
marches and chanting songs. People were frightened when they saw 2 march
anting youth’13?
o Elk“lhjs acg\Zty soon provoked the wrath of Chief Phasha of GaNkoane, and
he pressured the parents to keep their children away frorr.l the youth move-
ment. As the youth became convinced that the chief was intent on <.iest.roy-
ing their organization, “fighting chiefs” became one of the main objectives.
“Our chiefs are part of the Pretoria government, they feared that we wanted
to take over”!34 Several skirmishes ensued between youth and the chief’s men,
both in GaNkoane and in Apel. “In the evenings, we would siton a b.ig stone
and sing freedom songs. A house owner nearby then went to complap to the
chief, saying that the youth was singing songs ix?su.ltmg to the chief. One
day, the chief came with his men, while we were singing, to attack us but we
managed to turn this attack” Then the chief’s men went to the home of one
of the activists, where they broke the windows and the doors. The youth lead-
ers were now furnished with a clear-cut issue. “We decided that we shou%d
organize our movement around local issues: we would resist the dictatorship
of the chief!3 '
Chiefs became lumped together with other “enemy. forces” in the cam-
paigns against community councillors, Bantustans, police, and Members of
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Parliament. In fact, many chiefs were MPs; sixty out of the one hundred
members of the Lebowa Legislative Assembly were chiefs who were desig-
nated (not elected) members. In its most sophisticated form, the call on chiefs
to resign meant that chiefs were not asked to abandon their positions as lead-
ers of their tribes, but that they had to stop their “collaboration with the
Lebowa government”!36 However, that is not how the call was generally
understood: calls to make chiefs “accountable to the people;” emphasizing the
principle that kgosi ke kgosi ka batho (a chief is a chief by the people), gradu-
ally evolved toward demands to do away with chiefs altogether. “We intend
removing the tribal chiefs as soon as possible. We have called on them to
resign,” youth leader Peter Mokaba of the UDF Northern Transvaal execu-
tive was quoted as saying in a newspaper interview. “Our ultimate intention is
to allow the people to govern themselves. We have already established people’s
courts in some areas and are in the process of forming our own militia which
will carry out the orders of the courts!3” This amounted to a direct attack on
the foundations of chiefly power. Faced with death threats and attacks on their
businesses, several Members of Parliament from Sekhukhuneland resigned
their seats. In the village of Drickop, Chief Marogo and three of his headmen
were hacked to death.!38 The youth revolt reached its apotheosis in 1986,
between March—when high school students staged their aborted march on
the Lebowa capital —and May.

Confusion: The Breakdown of a Moral Order

In recounting this episode of youth power, young activists displayed ambiva-
lent feelings. On the one hand, they had clearly enjoyed a sense of power and
of pride in going it alone as vanguard forces of liberation, while the older gen-
eration was paralyzed by apathy and helplessness. As one activist said later,
“The parents had lost confidence, but now the youth got many things
done”!3? On the other hand, these activists felt a profound sense of insecurity
and disorientation. The youth movement lacked sophisticated leadership and
had no clear sense of direction. Confision was the key word, popping up time
and again in many conversations with young and old alike in Sekhukhuneland.
The various “confusions” in the world of BaPedi youth are vividly described
in a poem composed by a young activist in 1986:

From Confusion to Lusaka

There is a confusion between the father and the mother; there is a confusion
There is a confusion between the parents and the daughters; there is a confusion
There is a confusion between the parents and the sons; there is a confusion
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There is a confusion between the tribal authority and the community; there is a

confusion .
There is a confusion between the principal and the teachers; there is a confus‘xon
There is 2 confusion between the teachers and the students; there is a confusion
There is a confusion among the students; there is a confusion

There is a confusion between the employer and the employee; there is a confusion
There is a confusion between the poor and the rich; there is a confusion

But who is in Lusaka?

I have been in Lusaka, and I found the Zambians. And I know Kenneth Kaunda
is their president but who is in Lusaka? A

Is Lusaka the capital city of Zambia or Zambia the capital of Lusaka?

Is Kenneth Kaunda in Lusaka?

Yes I was never been in Lusaka.

Who is in Lusaka?

Many people have been in Lusaka!

Political leaders have been in Lusaka!

Student leaders have been in Lusaka!

Church leaders have been in Lusaka!

Infiltrators have been in Lusaka!

Hit squads have been in Lusaka!

Bantustan leaders want to go to Lusaka!

Ramodike!4? wants to go to Lusaka!

Even the people’s enemy Mangosuthu Gatsha Buthelezi wants to go to Lusaka!
But who is there; who is in Lusaka?

Is Chris Hani'4! in Lusaka?

Is Umkhonto we Sizwe, the spear of the nation, Lerumo la Setshaba
Lusaka?

Is it black, green and gold who is in Lusaka? '

My poem will never be complete until I include my president Comrade
O. R. Tambo

O for Organise

R for Regiments

and T for take over

Who is in Lusaka?

The African National Congress is everywhere.

Extracts from a poem by Mokibe Sydney Ramushu, Apel, 1986

142 in
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How did young activists view the objectives of their movement? A common
answer offered by interviewees was “fighting chiefs” Another answer fre-
quently given pointed toward a more fundamental goal: “making revolution”

“Making revolution” implies a vision of a new social order. In the eyes of
young activists, the old order was rapidly disintegrating. Moreover, the ANC
and the UDF had called upon the youth to hasten the hour of death of the old
or.der by making the country ungovernable. In early 1986, UDF pamphlets
with the slogan “from governability to ungovernability” were circulating in
Sekhukhuneland. But making revolution was a goal that clearly went beyond
breaking down the already crumbling order. Amid the images of disruption
and destruction, building a new society became the ultimate mission of the
youth. Not only did they perceive themselves as the vanguard of the liberation
struggle, implementing the call to make South Africa ungovernable, but they
were also purging society of the forces of evil in order to construct a new
moral community.

This pervasive sense of breakdown of the moral order is well captured in
the poem above, composed in 1986 by Mokibe Sydney Ramushu, a high
school student in Apel, who interwove verses by Mzwakhe Mbuli with his
own stanzas. Mbuli, nicknamed the “People’s Poet,> was immensely popular
among black youth, from Durban to Sekhukhuneland. Sydney Ramushu’s
poem “From Confusion to Lusaka” caught on among local youth. Years later,

several young activists were reciting parts of the poem during meetings or
evening strolls.

Confusion between Father and Mother

In their endeavors “to re-establish harmony and to effect reconciliation;” youth
activists took it upon themselves to solve domestic disputes.!*3 Long periods
of separation as a consequence of migrant labor contributed to a sense of fam-
ily breakdown. Constructing a new order also required a reconstruction of
family relations.

People’s courts, in the form of either mass meetings of youth or a discipli-
nary committee of the youth organization, handled criminal cases such as
theft, rape, or robbery and dealt with political matters such as “speaking ill of
ic organization” “Disciplining” deviant behavior usually meant administer-
ing a series of lashes with a sjambok. These youth courts also judged family
Filsputes such as husbands beating wives, husbands who were not support-
ing their families, and cases of divorce. Divorce was considered a social evil

that ought to be rooted out, so people’s courts ordered couples to stay
together.
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Confusion between Parents and Daugliters, between Parents and Sons

From the perspective of adults, people’s courts usurped the functions of tribal
courts and adjudication by elders, thus challenging the authority of parents
and chiefs alike. It is unlikely that adults submitted voluntarily to courts run
by youth. But faced with a mass of sjambok-wielding youngsters, they had lit-
tle choice.

The generation gap was further accentuated by the recent upsurge in sec-
ondary education, which resulted in “educated youth” having different aspi-
rations from their “uneducated” parents. In the past, rural people thought that
“making revolution” was something for the Reef. But now, schools provided
youth with a base for organization. Parents generally made considerable finan-
cial sacrifices to send their children to school in order to secure a better future,
but they also resented the youth taking control. For student activists, the
dividing line between educated and noneducated largely coincided with the
gap between young and old. “The division in the community here is mostly
between the illiterate old guard and the educated people. Most people who
have not gone to school think that organization is only for educated people”1#*

The forced recruitment of youth into the youth organization was another
major source of conflict. For parents, the sudden recruitment drive was a
traumatic experience. “In 1986, the youth invaded our houses to take our chil-
dren. They said all children must come; they were forced. There was no prior
warning for this youth outburst. It took everybody by surprise”!*> Moreover,
parents and teachers found it appeared to them as highly secretive and with-
out a clearly defined leadership. The world of the comrades seemed beyond
comprehension. “They are shadows in the night. Shadows we have all come
to fear? the chief of Apel said to the Jobannesbury Sunday Times.'*® The gap
between youth activists and parents was further widened by a campaign that
became known as “building soldiers” One activist described this crusade as

follows:

Since the Boers were killing many people, there was a need to make more sol-
diers. The girls should abandon the preventions. So the youth carried out attacks
on clinics, because at the clinics, contraceptives were given to the girls. And girls
were forced out of their houses, to join the comrades. And then the girls would
only come home the next morning. Most girls got pregnant in 1986. . . . The
youth were saying: we need to make more babies to become soldiers, because
the Boers were killing us. It caused much strain between youth and parents. The
youth would go around the village singing and marching and collect the youth
for a meeting. Girls were also forced to come. The parents could not complain
or refuse to let their daughter go, because otherwise their house might be
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burned. At that time, the youth did not have clear direction; they antagonized
the parents. . . . But these mistakes were also made because the youth had no one
to turn to. There were few people around who could provide direction. The
youth thought that the parents failed to solve any problem.14”

these things. It is the tribal law. . . . This hurts our dignity. . . . We were not
around when homelands and tribal authorities were introduced. We d(i 5nlot want
their laws. We want nothing to do with that, and with tribal custom.

] incipal and Teachers
The ideals of serving the community with a millenarian perspective of a better Confusion between Principal and Te

order blended with a reign of terror, which profoundly upset the relationship |
between parents and children. By early 1986, “there was a deep conflict with
the parents. They saw us as terrorists. We could not sleep in our homes. . . .

People were blaming us for wanting to be Jesus Christ, wanting to die for the
masses 148

The principal and the chief together were usually the daninating forces in the
school committee that ran the school. Both would resist encroachments on
their authority. One such attempt was the campaign by studcpts to replace the
old school committees with parent—teacher-stude.nt committecs. anerally
speaking, principals ruled the schools in an authorltar{an.manncr; if teachers
offered advice, they were branded as troublemakers. Prmcq?als wcrf known to
control the union membership of their teachers by employing the “stop order
system”: the principals deducted union fees from teachers’ wages on behalf of
the Transvaal United African Teachers Association (Tuata), which was knqwn
as a conservative union. Young teachers wanting to join the UDF-leaning

National Educational Union of South Africa (NEUSA) could expect to run
152

Confission between Tribal Authority and Community

Chiefly rule was a major source of grievances among youth and adults alike.
Since the chiefs were in the pay of the Bantustan administration, they no
longer needed to maintain a significant level of legitimacy in their own village.
A particular source of conflict was the control of the tribal authority over the
school funds. In numerous instances, high school students wanted to call the
chiefs accountable and demanded to inspect the books.

Women and girls were frequently ordered to plough or irrigate the chief’s
farm. As two female high school students complained: “This is called ‘helping
the chief’s wife] but of course the wife of the chief is never there. . . . Many
weekends we are called to come and work. Sometimes only girls are called,
sometimes only mothers are called. We don’t get paid, we don’t get food.
This chief is not even aware of the discontent amongst us, because it is our
tradition.”!*® In these years of persistent drought, young men and women
were regularly called upon to participate in rainmaking rituals and to perform
certain duties. “The people in the village believed that the youth should go out

in the mountains to catch a cobra. They believed that then the rains would

come”150

But these old ways of “serving the community” did not fit in the scenario
of the youth movement. Parents and chiefs were held responsible for forcing
these rituals on rebellious youth. Young men protested against forced recruit-
ment into the initiation school. Female students in particular seemed to find
tribal customs repugnant and contrary to their status as “educated women?
From their descriptions it is apparent that these rituals had lost all meaning:

into trouble. o '
The principal had to present the community with an annual financial state-

ment on the school fund. Because of the high level of @teraq in rural villages,
principals wielded a great deal of power. School committees tended to rubbe1.r-
stamp what the principals presented to them, as fcyv.n?cmbcrs 'hac.l the quali-
fications to effectively monitor the principals’ activities. If prmc.lpals c;'1llcd
meetings on weekdays when the migrants were away 1n t%lc towrls,llst3 was likely
that unacceptably high school-building taxes would be imposed.

Confusion between Teachers and Students

Demoralized teachers in overcrowded and undcr—equ.ippcd schools rc.sortcd
to rule by the whip. Students were struck with the s!ambok for all kinds f)f
shortcomings, such as coming late or not unders:tandmg t‘l?c.lcs§ons. Humil-
jating punishments, imposed for coming late, mcludc'd digging a hole so
deep that you can stand in it without being scen” and bemg”scnt to the moun-
tains to collect “a stone, as big as the size of a donkey’s hcafi. Teachers or'dered
pupils to run errands or perform jobs for them, even during school holidays.
Girls had a particular difficulty. “Schools were a big problem. Thcrc was sex-
ual harassment by teachers. If a student refused to make love wn:.h a teacher,
then she would be lashed for not being able to answer a question. Or she
would fail the test 154 The abolition of corporal punishment became a central
demand of the youth movement, along with the demand for free books and

elections for a student reprcscntatjve council.

If a girl gets married, she has to run around the village half naked, with only a
little transparent skurt. Or she has to run over the mountain, because she is told
to chase a goat. . . . Girls are ill-treated and smeared with mud, after they get
married. . . . They do funny things with you. . . . We think that the chief is
responsible for keeping this tradition. It are the older women who make us do
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Fgr the Fcachcrs, the outburst of revolt came totally unexpectedly: “On
certain day in 1986, after the morning prayer the children refused to come int
the classrooms. They sat on the ground and threw stones on the roof. All th

teachers ran for cover. Students then had no representatives, we did not know

yvhom to talk to” related a high school principal. Subsequently, at this schoo
in the v1l'lagc.: of Mankopane, an improvised SRC was elected to improv
communication between teachers, the school committee, and the students

“But that made the parents very angry with the teachers. They did not want to 3
discuss problems with children. Children should respect authority. Parents §
were also angry with teachers, for not enforcing discipline in schools. At that §

time, there was chaos, they were burning cars all over the place 155

A high failure rate in matric led to a buildup of frustrated students in thi
ﬁpal year, with students often sitting repeatedly for the final exam before the
c1ther. passed or dropped out. By that time, they were frequently in their rnidy
twenties. Among older high school students in particular, a sense of great frus

tration had been building up. Parents and teachers were not receptive to |
grievances. There was no one to turn to—at least until the youth organization

came along. “It was only through SEYO that you could make your voice heard
- . - But now SEYO was powerful. People became motivated again, because

SEYO could change things. The relationship with the teachers improved. In

SEYO, awareness was the main thing. SEYO is a project within the ANC?156

Confision among Students

HoweYcr, CF)r}fusion also reigned among the students. This was a multifaceted
confusion; it involved differences between the politically motivated vanguard
and those followers who were inclined to drift off into criminal activi fgtual
involved gender aspects. e
At times, the dividing line between political activism and criminal activi
became blurred, as shops were raided, cars hijacked, and money extorted 1?1,
the name of the “struggle” Since all youth were considered members of the
yoth movement, it could be difficult for the politically motivated comrades
to disassociate themselves from the thugs. In cases where the core leadershi
got hold of criminal elements, the scoundrels were often severely beaten u )
and they in turn would try to take revenge. >
. Youth political activism involved mainly boys and young men. In the ini-
tial phase, a few girls and young women attended the mecting's but the
found that the males were not inclined to take their contributions’seriousl .
Issues of particular interest to women, including the unequal division of wor}lz
between men and women, were not discussed at youth meetings. “The men
do not help when it comes to fetching water, cooking, and sweeping?” In this
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ecade of drought, fetching water for the household had become an onerous
den, as it involved long walks and long waits to get a bucket of water.

Being overruled or shouted down by male comrades taught young women
lesson that a better forum in which to address their problems would be a
yomen’s organization. In Apel, the first attempts to form a women’s group
fate from 1988, but only in 1990 did it become feasible to openly work toward
women’s organization. Even then, a high school student in the neighbor-
g village of GaMankopane who aspired to be a women’s organizer found
at she had to rely on men from the old ANC guard to call 2 meeting. She
was somewhat more successful in trying to organize her own age group:

“When trying to organize our OWn age group, T’ll tell them that they are

oppressed by their parents and their brothers. The oldest-born girl has to stay

| 2t home and do all the work, till she is 21, 22 years old. If this is discussed in

an age group, then people realize the importance of organizing”
Tribal rituals for newly married wives were seen as degrading for women
and were mentioned as another motive for women to set up their own orga-

| pizational structures. By 1990, these attempts had not progressed much beyond

some cautious initiatives by a few female high school students. They had no
outside contacts to support their ventures and no links with the UDF-affili-
ated Federation of Transvaal Women (FEDTRAW), which centered mainly
around the urban areas of the Witwatersrand. But traces of a feminist aware-
ness had nevertheless trickled down to Sekhukhuneland. When asked about
her motivation to work toward a women’s organization, one of the interviewed
high school students recited the classical formula of South African women’s
struggles: “Women are more oppressed than men. Women are oppressed by
men, by national oppression and by class oppression.” To this classical trio, she
added a fourth source of oppression: “tribal custom!%”

Male youth activists generally were of the opinion that the struggle was
largely an affair for men. Females were seen as weak, unreliable, and easily
intimidated or bought by policemen, who would seduce them with presents
such as cheap jewelry or perfumes. “Some girls were involved in the early days,
but not so much now. . . . But then the struggle became tough, we were
detained, harassed and beaten. . . . Girls are afraid of the police, that is why
they withdrew, they are cowards”158 Gender aspects hardly figured in the
SEYO version of the liberation agenda.

In early 1986, the problems among the students came to be overshadowed
by one overriding concern, which is best summed up in the comments of a
female high school student in Apel: “During 1985—86 we used to attend the
meetings, but we did not know what it was about. Our political education
only started in 1987. That time, ’86, we got confused by witchcraft. . . . We

were very occupied by witchcraft?1%°
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Forces of Division: Tribalism, Witchcraft, and Capitalism ; ‘ itcheraft

Who or what was causing all this confusion? Activists interviewed some €ars
later tended to identify three clements as subverting society and sowin ydis»
qud. The stumbling blocks on the road to a new harmonious order wereg trib-
alism (or factionalism), witcheraft, and capitalism.

1 the minds of young activists, tribal conflicts were associated with back-
ardness, with chiefly powers and tribal custom. In this age of modernity,
ese divisive practices had to be overcome. Youth intervention could at times
olve the conflict, but it could equally serve to exacerbate tensions. In Mohla-
tse, the village of the paramount chief, youth organization was split into two
< camps supporting the rival claims of the two half-brothers to the paramountcy.
In Apel-GaNkoane, youth leadership made a conscious attempt to overcome
this long history of faction fights by forming one youth organization for the
twin villages of Apel and GaNkoane. In early 1986, when a conflict broke out
in the neighboring village of Strydkraal, the youth of Apel decided to inter-
ene. “The youth saw it as their mission to solve tribal conflicts, for example
' in Strydkraal and Mohlaletse. In Strydkraal the youth was not conscientized.
" Apel was more advanced. So we went to solve that problem”¢2

Since the people of Strydkraal fell under the authority of two different
chiefs, a conflict had arisen about access to certain lands and the control of a
school. Singing freedom songs, youth from Apel-GaNkoane marched to the
kraal of Chief Masha in Strydkraal. They were met by the chief’s men, who
opened fire when the procession of chanting youth approached to “settle the
faction fight” One of the bullets killed Solomon Maditsi, who thus became
the first casualty of the Sekhukhune youth revolt. Other demonstrators were
assaulted by the police and then locked in the same house with the dead boy.
In February, the youth from Apel had a meeting with youth from neighbor-
ing villages to discuss subsequent action. It was decided to start a school boy-
cott to demand the release of the detained activists. The youth marched to the
Sekhukhune College of Education, a teacher-training college in Apel, where
the students then joined the boycott. This march, however, ended in a con-
frontation with the police and with army units, leading to the detention of
more youth. These clashes spurred the youth to further action—the formation
of defense units, which went out to burn government property. Among the
targets were tractors and buildings of agricultural cooperatives.

The funeral of Solomon Maditsi on 8 February 1986 became a milestone in
the process of youth mobilization, drawing youth from many villages and
infusing them with a sense of militancy and determination. According to some
accounts, Chief Masha sent two delegates to the funeral and offered four cat-
tle to apologize for the death of the youth.'63 Shortly after the funeral, a
young activist was struck by lightning, which is commonly associated with
witchcraft. The youth then took it upon themselves to establish who was
responsible for this new attack on their ranks.

Tribalism

Tqbalism and factionalism were often used interchangeably: youth leaders
believed that “faction fights” had to be overcome in order to reestablish har-
mony. Factionalism and tribalism were used in two meanings: these terms
could refer to ethnic conflict and also to communal conflicts such as land dis-
putes or conflicts involving succession to the chieftaincy.

%cn UDF leaders in Pietersburg or Turfloop mentioned the need to com-
bat tribalism, they referred to the need to overcome ethnic conflict. For exam-
ple, the UDF leadership had to deal with conflicts erupting betweén residents
of Lebowa and Gazankulu, two Bantustans that each had chunks of territo
around the white towns of Tzaneen and Phalaborwa. In the battle against Bax?-,
tustans, y(;uth organizations were encouraged by the UDF leadership to
organiz ic li
wi i ;a:ﬂ 22§12)0ncthmc lines, so that people would not be fighting “the

In Sekhukhuneland, similar motivations inspired the youth when trying to
overcome communal conflicts and faction fights. But when they discusscdgthc
need to overcome tribalism and factionalism, they were generally not referrin
to.ethmc' conflict. They spoke about the long-standing feud between thg
neighboring villages of Apel and GaNkoane as a tribal conflict although these
were both BaPedi villages. The people of Apel, however. cl;imed that the
were the first arrivals in these lands, and that the settlers 1’n GaNkoane camz
later but kept encroaching on the land rights of the Apel residents. The vil-

lag'crs of GaNkoane did not dispute that those from Apel wcre'thc first
arrlvaI.S, but they maintained that the original settlers did not establish them-
s.elvcs in the present village of Apel, which invalidated their claim to these land
rights. Ovc?r the past decades, this dispute over land rights was fought both in
court and in actual battles between the villages. In the 1970s, Peter Nchabe-
le'ng’s father was killed in one such armed invasion from Gal\’I koane. In local
discourse, .the term #ribe refers to a totemic group. The BaPedi \;vcre not
labeled a tribe but an ethnic group. Petrus N chabeleng explained: “The BaPedi
.have. numerous tribes, each with his own totem. Like the Nchabeleng tote

is a lion. They used to fight each other16! 8o
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A mass meeting was called, to which the parents were also invited. In nor
mal times, accusations of witchcraft directed against the community as a whol
were dca..lt with by the chief’s court, where only initiated men could attend th
proccedn.lgs.l‘54 This gathering was called by the youth leadership. Chairin,
the meeting was twenty-year-old Maurice Nchabeleng, Peter Nchabeleng’
youngest son. People who had information about the lightning incident wer

asked to come forward. Two youths recalled that at Solomon Maditsi’s funeral
they had hc.ard an old woman complaining that the young men these days ;
were behaving disrespectfully. She allegedly threatened to organize lightning

to teach the youth a lesson. The accused woman was present at the meetin
According to the chair’s later account, the woman admitted having said thcsgc'
words but denied any responsibility for the lightning, Calls were made to burn
the woman. Chair Maurice Nchabeleng split the meeting into two groups
parents and youth each assembled in separate meetings to discuss the matfer
ThF parents returned to the full gathering with a resolution to take “scvere.
tactlon.”‘ The youth had adopted a resolution that the woman must be burned
lcnzrfiledlatt;l:ly. IF was then argued that there was not sufficient proof of witch-
. . . .
e bé sc(()) o SJS; ;r'lligtcndance decided that to obtain more certainty a ngaka had
A delegation of the youth went out to consult a local ngaka, Ramaredi
ShF)ba. After the proper ceremonies, during which the members (;f the depu-
tation were given a medicine to drink, they saw the faces of the perpetrators
of witchcraft appearing on a screen in the ngaka’s hut. The suspected woman
was not among the people who were identified as witches. The delegation
retur.ned to the meeting with a list of the people who had been found guil
of witchcraft. To obtain further proof, it was decided to ask a second op>igr;1lilort1y
One' youth was sent to KwaNdebele, because the Ndebele dingaka had a re
utation for being particularly powerful. However, the youth did not manapc
to find the ngaka he was supposed to consult. On his return to Apel tﬁe
young man found that the other youth had already burned the three cul3 rits
whose guilt had been established in the first consultation. ’
Some weeks later, lightning struck again. A delegation made another visit
to the same ngaka, and afterward two women were exccuted. More suspects
accused of .Witchcraft were hunted down. In about a week’s time in the first
ha.lf of April 1986, thirty-two people were burned to death: two in Apel and
thirty in GaNkoane. The second spate of killings happened as a spontaneous
outburst in a highly charged atmosphere, with the youth no longer botherin;
to follow traditional procedures. They decided not to waste any more tim%
?.nd money on consulting dingaka, reasoning that these people were just mak-
ing profits, and that, anyway, “we all know who are the witches here 166
There is no long-standing history of witch burning in the Northern Trans-
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yaal, although ten years carlier two people had been burned to death in the

same village, GaNkoane, which had a reputation for having “problems with

: itcheraft” Traditionally, those convicted of witcheraft were expelled or exe-

cuted by other means such as hanging, stoning, or impaling. But the phe-

omenon of burning witches had been spreading throughout the Northern

Transvaal since the early 1980s, although other means of execution also con-

‘tinued to be used. In 1984, the liaison officer of the Lebowa police said that
the killing of witches had become a “national problem” In the past, there were
‘two or three executions in each rainy season —when lightning strikes—but
recently the numbers had increased. Previously, he explained, people accused
of witchcraft were usually driven out of the village rather than being killed, but
in the past ten years there had been a tendency to execute them.'¢” The spate
of witch killings in the first half of the 1980s is popularly attributed to the long
period of drought. In the local belief system, an explanation was required for
the misfortunes that befell the community: the crisis caused by the persistent
drought was frequently attributed to evil machinations by witches.

In the initial rounds of witch killings in the carly 1980s, the procedure usu-
ally involved identification of the guilty party by a ngaka and an authorization
from the chief. Many mass trials were reported in 1983-84. One trial involved
a chieftainess, or female chief, who was a sister of the Lebowa homeland leader
Cedric Pathudi and 227 of her subjects from the village of GaChuene near
Lebowakgomo. They were charged with the stoning to death of a woman
who had been found guilty of striking a house with lightning in December
1983.168

But from the mid-1980s, several innovations were introduced as the youth
usurped the powers of village hierarchies. The practice of burning social ene-
mies had spread from the countryside to the townships, now taking the grue-
some form of the necklacing of impimpis (suspected informers and other
collaborators). Several of the alleged witches in Apel and GaNkoane were also
subjected to a necklace execution; thus an urban innovation had come to
Sekhukhuneland. Judging from the rather sensational press reports at the
time, there seems to have been a mixed reaction among the villagers. Many

sight of chanting youth carrying tires and rounding up
some voiced approval

were terrified at the
witches to be necklaced on a stony mountain slope, but
at the elimination of the forces of evil.

Family members of the victims were worried that those accused of witch-
craft were not “smelt out by nyangas>16” Some expressed total incomprehen-
sion, such as the relatives of the old and blind Mrs. Ramatsimela Sekonya:
“Her death is something none of us understand —but then there is much hap-
pening now which we have yet to learn and understand. Now there is a great

fear upon this place. At night we lock our doors and never go out into the
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dark. There is a devil here” The “rule of the comrades” instilled great fear in
people who were at a loss to comprehend the collapse of the old order. “We
hear these city words spoken by the youths. They talk of ‘comrades’ and the
‘necklace’ We do not understand them, but we fear them deeply”!”® Many of
the women interviewed at the time felt that the absence of men in the villages
had complicated their problems and given the comrades a free reign. “If only
our menfolk were here our mothers and grandmothers would not have been
taken away and killed so ruthlessly”!”! However, other villagers were quoted
as saying that “it is time that these people who ride on brooms and fly over
other people’s roofs at night are eradicated ”!72
After the witch burnings, the police and army moved into the village in full
force. The youth fled to the mountains, but not without a battle. “By then, the
youth had control of the villages. We were ruling ourselves and policing ;)ur-
selves. The police could not just come in. It took them some days and then the
Lc'bowa police came with support of the South African Police. The youth
resisted. They fled into the mountains and wanted to fight the police”!73
In the previous few months the villages had become no-go areas for the
Lebowa police, to the extent that the Nchabeleng household, formerly a focus
of c-losc police attention, was harboring an MK fighter who had escaped from
police custody. The week of witch burnings effectively ended the “rule of the
corpradcs” in Apel. Armored police and army vehicles invaded the village
while helicopters scoured the mountains to flush out the youth in hiding.
When the police came for Peter Nchabeleng’s sons, they found only the
father. Some villagers believed that Peter Nchabeleng, one of the few adults
who was influential with the young activists, was behind the murders. In fact
Peter Nchabeleng had called a meeting with the youth to explain that the UDF,
was not there to deal with witchcraft; it was a political movement. Youth
activists recalled that he was angry with them, impressing on them that the
w.ltch-hunts would give the police an excuse to intervene. They believe that
without Nchabeleng’s intervention, the burnings would have been more wide-
spread. However, the Lebowa police suspected Nchabeleng of organizing the
youth who were responsible for the murders. His wife, Gertrude Nchabeleng
late'r recalled the nocturnal visit on 11 April 1986 by the squad of about tcr;
Pohcemen who detained her husband. “They woke him up, saying, ‘last time
it was Robben Island, this time we are going to kill you”174 ’ ’
The next morning police knocked again on the door, this time to tell her
that her’ husband had died of a heart attack. For a while, the family remained
uncertain about his whereabouts, until his body was located in a mortuary in
Groblersdal. The inquest brought to light that Nchabeleng had died within
twelve hours after he was taken to the police station in Schoonoord, the seat
of the local magistrate. The postmortem report revealed that he };ad been
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severely beaten, causing subcutaneous bleeding that eventually caused uncon-
sciousness during which he suffocated. At the inquest hearing the police offi-
cers admitted that their prisoner had appeared very sick, but they had made
10 effort to call a doctor. The officer in charge of the investigation in which
Nchabeleng was arrested told the court, “A policeman may beat a person to
death if he resists— but not intentionally”!73

Several hundred youths were rounded up for questioning and for the beat-

ings that had become part of police routine. Chief Richard Nchabeleng of
Apel was also briefly detained and beaten up. Parents were ordered to bring
their children to the chief’s kraal, or homestead, where subsequently about 150
youth aged fifteen to twenty-one gathered.7® The youth leadership managed
to escape and went into hiding. Several youths hiding with student friends on
the Turfloop campus were later arrested when the police raided the student
quarters on the eve of the declaration of the State of Emergency in June.
Maurice Nchabeleng and Silas Mabotha, chair and vice-chair, respectively, of
the Apel branch of SEYO, were arrested on the Turfloop campus. Both were
severely beaten and assaulted in the various police stations where they were
kept for several months for interrogation.

By August 1986, charges were laid against 103 accused, but this number
included youth accused of subsequent witch burnings. Including the thirty-
two corpses found in Apel-GalNkoane, the number of victims of the Sekhuk-
hune witch killings totaled forty-three. All of the accused were under thirty,
and some were as young as fifteen. All except one were male.!”” Only in the
first of the series of trials was evidence heard in court. In this initial case, the
defense presented belief in witchcraft as a mitigating factor. In the case of nine
of the accused, who pleaded guilty, this was accepted by the court. But two
defendants, who denied such a belief and who maintained their innocence
despite all the evidence accumulated against them, were sentenced to death.
The sentences were later commuted to fifty-year prison sentences.

In subsequent trials the lawyers followed a different strategy. Once the
accused had heard what had happened in the initial case, they were willing to
confess their involvement in the killings. The lawyers would then attempt to
strike a plea bargain with the prosecutor. It was agreed that some of the defen-
dants would plead not guilty to the charges and would consequently be
acquitted, while others would plead guilty to murder, provided that certain
mitigating factors be recognized. The lawyers tried to get as many as possible
of the younger defendants into pleading guilty. In the previous sentences,
those under eighteen had reccived only a few cuts with the sjambok, while

those over eighteen would be subject to comparatively severe prison sentences.
Aware of Maurice Nchabeleng’s record of political activism, the lawyer made
sure that he and other political activists were not sacrificed in the plea bar-
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4. The funeral of Peter Nchabeleng, UDF president in the Northern Transvaal, Apel,
3 May 1986. Photograph courtesy of Steve Hilton-Barber.

gaining. Both Maurice Nchabeleng and Silas Mabotha were acquitted. The
court did not perceive the case against them as a political case.178 Nchabeleng’s
own version of events 1s somewhat different. He claimed that the state had
bought witnesses for 500 Rand to testify agamnst him with a statement drafted
by the police. The witnesses, however, informed the lawyer that they were
being bribed, and when the lawyer raised the issue in court, the judge decided
not to call these witnesses.

Not surprisingly, accounts of events in this fateful week are inconsistent and
sometimes contradictory. The young men who held leadership positions at the
time maintain that they, the “politically educated” leadership, had distanced
themselves from the witch-hunts, as “the organization is not about these
superstitious things.” However, they were swamped by a mass of young
newcomers, most of whom were around the age of fifteen. Those who had
attended initiation school were allegedly the most zcalous participants in the
witch-hunts. Feelings were running high, and 1t was argued that anyone inter-
fering to stop the burnings would have been killed also. Possibly this was the
case, but this argument may be a rationalization after the event.

Several of the young men interviewed insist that the youth had been
encouraged by older people, including Chief Phasha of GaNkoane, to go on
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5. UDF poster of Peter Nchabeleng. Offset litho poster mn black, red,
and yellow produced by Mars for UDF, Johannesburg. Courtesy
South African History Archive (SAHA); from Images of Defiance
South African Resistance Posters of the 1980°/Poster Book Collectwve, South
Afiucan Hastory Arche Johannesburg: Raven Press, 1991.

with the witch burnings. The chief 1s said to have promised the yguth four
cows if they would “finish the job? But in a newspaper interview, chief Phasha
was quoted as saying that if the killings did not stop, the parents would be

179
organized to fight the comrades. . "
There is no clear pattern as to the victims of the witch burmings. Most were

elderly women, although several men and a young woman were also singl.cd
out. Several newspaper reports at the time interpreted the killings as the lig-
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uidation of suspected impimpis. This was definitely not the case. It was alleged
that the victims were guilty of subverting the struggle, but they had done so
in their capacity as witches, not as informers. Most of the victims were said to
be “known witches” In some cases children even accused their parents of
witchcraft. The evidence against them was that chimpanzees had been spotted
around their houses and that they possessed herbs. Witches (badoi) are believed
to make use of familiars (dithuri), such as monkeys, snakes, and owls. These
familiars are used to perform evil errands for the witches. Witches, I was told,
are capable of changing humans into chimpanzees. It was also widely believed
that witches could transform people into zombies, who were then put to
work. Some youths claimed to have found the proof of witchcraft in the
houses of the suspects, who allegedly kept hands of little children in hidden
places in their houses. This story refers to a widespread belief that the posses-
sion of certain human parts will bring good fortune, 180
Among the victims were several dingaka, whose supernatural powers cause
them to be both honored and feared. The ngaka and the witch make use of
similar methods, but whereas the witch uses his or her powers for antisocial
ends, the ngaka performs a necessary service for the community. This thin
dividing line between good and evil magic makes it quite conceivable that a
ngaka can turn a beneficial practice into a harmful one. 18! That indeed was the
suspicion against the dingaka of Sekhukhuneland. Previously, the comrades
had turned to the dingaka for help when the youth were involved in battling
the police and the army. They had demanded a medicine that would turn bul-
lets into water or, alternatively, into bees. When the dingaka proved unable or
unwilling to provide this service, the comrades retorted that since the dingaka
were able to make lightning and to kill people, it was evident that they did
possess supernatural powers. It was now established that they used these pow-
€Is not to support the freedom struggle but to inflict evil. Therefore, these
dingaka were judged guilty of witchcraft. It was deemed necessary to root out
this evil, which caused discord and division. Since the parents, once again, had
forsaken to solve this matter, it fell upon the youth to rid the community of
the causes of misfortune. 182
The week of the witch killings marked both the apotheosis and the demise
of the youth movement. In retrospect, youth leader Moss Mabotha believed
that this was “a fateful event that caused the eventual crushing of the youth
movement in Sekhukhune!83 By this time the gap between the youth and the
older generations had widened beyond repair. Youth rebellion had escalated
into a revolt against all type of authority—against parents, teachers, chiefs, and
dingaka alike. In the spate of witch killings in the first half of the 1980s, the
procedure involved identification of the guilty party by a ngaka and usually an
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authorization from the chief. It was unheard of for youth to go and consult a
ngaka; only adults could do that. By simply skipping the whole Rrocedure er
the later victims, the youth indicated that they were no longer mFe.restcd in
obtaining legitimacy for their actions from the established authormcs.‘ Hav-
ing reached that peak of rebellion, the youth uprising was crushed in the
inevitable crackdown by the security forces. On the mental map of young and
old alike, the witch burnings mark a turning point. In numerous accounts of
the Sekhukhune revolt given to me, events were told in relation to this fateful
week: “this happened before the burnings;” or “that took pl'flce after the bun.n—
ings” The witch burnings, or more generally “Eighty-Six;” is the landmark in
people’s memories. “After the witch burnings the peoplc? could'no longer trust
the youth. The youth went around hijacking and looting delivery vans. The
older people could not understand what happened. They hated the slogans
used by the youth since they sounded revolutionary”184 .
Although witch-hunts spread throughout the Northern Transvaal in the
second half of the 1980s, there is only one other recorded incident that matches
the scale of the witch burnings in Apel-GaNkoane. During April and May

1986, some 150 people in the Lebowa district of Mapulaneng were labeled

witches and attacked. Thirty to forty people were killed by various means,
including necklacing. Although Mapulaneng was equally part of Lebowa, it
did not figure on the “mental map” of the BaPedi in Sckhukhunftland,. from
which it is separated by a mountain range. Most of the people 1 interviewed
in Sekhukhuneland were not aware of the witch burnings in Mapulancng,
although a few had read newspaper reports. The antiwitchcraft movements in

' Mapulaneng are discussed by three authors who present rather different ver-

sions of events and different interpretations of the motives behind the witch-
hunts. 185

In spite of some dissimilarities, there is a common pattern in the accounts
of the antiwitchcraft movements in Mapulaneng and Sekhukhuneland. In
both cases, the necklace method of execution was used, and the established
authorities— the ngaka, the headman, and the chief—were left out of the
process. The older generation had lost control over the youth. Youth rcbcl.led
against a society in which they felt increasingly marginalized. ?(outh organiza-
tion, for which student organizations and the UDF had provided the models
and the legitimation, gave them a new place in society and a sense of power.
The strongest manifestations of youth power were the witch-hunts. But power
was not perceived as an end in itself: the community had to be purged of evil
forces in order to achieve social harmony. As in Sekhukhuneland, the disinte-
gration of society was blamed on witchcraft. “If it was not for witches we
would be in Utopia. Everyone would know their place in the world and would
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act appropriately. There would be perfect harmony. Witches are to black cul-
ture what the snake was to Eve”!8¢ Harmonious social relations could be
established, not by restoring the old hierarchical order, but by building a new
egalitarian society.

Criticisms from adults were mostly not of witch-hunts per se but of im-
proper procedures used to identify witches and of exceptionally violent
methods of punishment. Because of this usurpation of the powers of tribal
hierarchies by youth movements, the witch-hunts in Sekhukhuneland and
Mapulaneng in 1986 mark a watershed. As previously mentioned, witch-
hunts were not a new phenomenon in the Northern Transvaal. But there is
both a qualitative and a quantitative difference between the series of witch
killings in the early 1980s and the witch-hunts that bedeviled UDF politics
in the Northern Transvaal beginning in 198s. Publications attempting to
explain the earlier spate of killings emphasize that accusations of witchcraft are
likely to emerge in times of rapid social transformation with increasing com-
petition for scarce resources. Academics and activists alike pointed to the
power holders of the old order as those who used accusations of witchcraft to
bolster their position.!8”

That may have been the case, but beginning about 1085 the tables were
turned. Now the forces of change had taken it upon themselves to sniff out
the witches. The antiwitchcraft movements in Sekhukhuneland and Mapula-
neng can thus underpin the thesis that witchcraft is not just an archaic phe-
nomenon used to prop up the status quo in traditionalist societies. The idiom
of witchcraft can also be transformed into a reaction from below to challenge
the status quo and to provide a legitimation for modernizing strategies.!88

The “new South Africa” inaugurated in 1990 did not mean an end to witch-
hunts. In the first half of 1994, more than seventy witch killings were reported
from the Northern Transvaal. Although youth activists were mostly in the
forefront of the witch-hunts, press reports also mention the involvement of
chiefs and dingaka in some of these proceedings.'®° Antiwitchcraft movements
were by no means limited to the Northern Transvaal, although this region had
a reputation of witch-hunts. In the historiography of the struggles of the
1980s, scant attention is paid to this phenomenon of witch-hunts, which
became more and more widespread in the second half of the 1980s and the
early 1990s.1%0

Far from being an exclusively rural phenomenon, witch-hunts also occur in
urban conditions, although they are not always labeled as such. In early 1986,
the youth organization of Mamelodi (MAYO), one of the Pretoria townships,
called upon the local youth to stop witch-hunting and burning suspected
witches. A crowd of several hundred people had set alight a local traditional
healer, who was suspected of having abducted a twelve-year-old child for
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witchcraft purposes. Two elderly women had a narrow escape from a mob
wanting to burn them for witchcraft. MAYO warned that witch-hunts did not
enhance the freedom struggle. “These acts divide us from our parents, whose

support we need to achieve our goals!?!

What happened in Apel-GaNkoane in the aftermath of the witch burnings?
Several months after this fateful week, some of the youth leadership trickled
back to the village. They found their organization in shambles. Most fellow
activists had either been detained or had gone into hiding. Schools in Sek-
hukhuneland began reopening in August 1986, but under strict army con-
trol. Many people were afraid even to talk to the youth leaders. The 1.n1t1al
reaction of the villagers to the witch-hunts was the formation of vigilante
groups, in which nearly all adult men participated for some time. Silas Mabotha,
one of the local youth leaders, found his house surrounded by hundreds of
men, who took him to the chief’s kraal. There he was sentenced to fifteen
lashes. However, after this punishment he did not experience any more harass-
ment from the vigilantes. In Apel-GaNkoane, the vigilantes were a short-lived
phenomenon. 92

For a while youth activists felt isolated, pondering what had gone wrong,.
Toward the end of 1086, when the police and army presence became somewhat
less pervasive, they decided to reorganize in underground structures. The
model was Nelson Mandela’s M-plan, devised in the 1950s to prepare for an
underground organization based on small cells after the anticipated banning
of the ANC as a legal, above-ground movement. One of the lessons drawn
in this reassessment was the importance of strong grassroots structures, rather
than relying on a handful of leaders and an unstructured mass following.
Another lesson was the importance of political schooling, “to educate the
members in politics and clear them up about witchcraft, because this thing had
diverted our struggle from the real enemy”!%3 The ANC had indeed called
on youth to make the country ungovernable, but this call had been misinter-
preted. The ANC wanted youth to burn government offices, not witches.

Not all activists were convinced that their organization had gone awry
when they embarked on witch-hunts. Looking back, some still believed that
“we have to clean our own house first, before we can attack the enemy?!%*
They felt unjustly criminalized, for they believed they really had no choi.ce.
Not only was it necessary to eliminate evil, as bewitchment could ur'ldermme
the struggle, but the witch-hunts were also meant as a positive service to the
community. Killing the witches was a lesson learned from the parents, who on
previous occasions had acted similarly against the forces of evil. True, in the
past this had been done with the services of dingaka and a mandate from the
tribal authority, but this option was no longer available. The opinions of the
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youth fell on deaf ears. They had no other choice but to take matters into their
own hands—how could that be a criminal offense?

Many activists were vindicated in this belief by the publication of the book
Let Not My Country Die, dedicated to the memory of two victims of the
Sekhukhune witch burnings, Phadima Kupa and Ramatsimela Teka.!%> The
book was written by Credo Mutwa, who is described on the back cover as a
“High Witch Doctor,” “Prophet of Africa,” and “High Sanusi” Apart from
these lofty distinctions, he is also the caretaker of a museum of African magic
run by the Soweto Parks and Recreation Department, which is one the major
tourist attractions on the guided bus tours of Soweto.!*® Mutwa launches a
diatribe against the ANC and its communist friends “that seek to plunge my
country and its people into the flames of Armageddon” He praises the mem-
ory of one of the victims, an old man with whom he once journeyed to a
sacred tree in the Eastern Transvaal, “which must only be visited by those who
have reached the highest peak of sanusiship” This book convinced many com-
rades that they had correctly identified the right persons as witches.

Capitalism

Although the belief in witchcraft lingered on, leading youth activists con-
cluded that the focus on witches had diverted the liberation struggle. Argu-
ments on whether or not witches exist were mostly deemed fruitless. Energies
had to be redirected toward other battlefronts. The enemy had to be exter-
nalized: if people wished to believe in witchcraft, then it should be pointed
out to them that “apartheid is the biggest witch” Under the State of Emer-
gency, mass meetings were out of the question, but beginning in 1987, small-
scale workshops were held to further the “political education” of young
activists. The best antidote to unscientific superstitions was believed to be sci-
entific socialism. Witchcraft beliefs had proved to be divisive, setting people
against each other. Marxism, in contrast, provided useful knowledge, such as
the scientific insight that lightning can be explained as a natural phenomenon.
By separating beliefs from knowledge, Marxism helped to overcome the con-
fusions and to establish unity: beliefs were divisive, but knowledge provided
common ground.!®”

Here again, the link with student organizations at the University of the
North proved important. University students possessed literature that pro-
vided the clue to understanding and to a new harmonious social order. Three
volumes on dialectical materialism, written in the 1950s by Maurice Cornforth,
an orthodox British Marxist, became the bible of the “politically advanced”
activist. These volumes, entitled Matevialism and the Dialectical Method, His-
tovical Materialism, and The Theory of Knowledge, must have appeared like a
book of revelation.1*8
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Cornforth sets out to explain some key concepts of Marxism-Leninism,
placing strong emphasis on its practical significance. Once readers have
grasped the basic tenets of the philosophy, they are in possession of a revolu-
tionary tool. Marxism, as Marx himself had stated, is “a philosophy which
seeks to understand the world in order to change it>!%? This revolutionary
theory “illumines the road by which the working class can throw off capital-
ist exploitation, can take the leadership of all the masses of the people, and so
free the whole of society once and for all of all oppression and exploitation of
man by man>2%

Cornforth then points the way toward the discovery of “truth” People are
prone to believe that if we genuinely seck the truth, then we must be strictly
impartial and nonpartisan. “But the contrary is the case. It is only when we
adopt the partisan stand-point of historically the most progressive class that
we are able to get nearer to truth?2%! Unlike other classes, the working class
has no interest in justifying its position and perpetuating its own existence, for
its main interest is the establishment of a classless society. Therefore, the phi-
Josophy of the working class has a right to lay claim to the truth. As Lenin has
stated: “The Marxian doctrine is omnipotent because it is true. It is complete
and harmonious, and provides men with an integral world conception which
is irreconcilable with any form of superstition, reaction or defence of bour-
geois oppression2?2

For young people, searching for guidance in a period of great upheaval and
social disintegration, these were welcome certainties. Thus far, teachers and
parents alike had endeavored to impress upon youth their impotence and
ignorance. Now, from this marginalized position in South African society,
they were suddenly thrust into the forefront of history and entrusted with a
vanguard role in the impending revolution. “Materialism teaches us to have
confidence in ourselves, in the working class—in people. It teaches us that
there are no mysteries beyond our understanding, that we need not accept that
which is as being the will of God, that we should contemptuously reject the
‘quthoritative’ teachings of those who set up to be our masters, and that we
can ourselves understand nature and society, so as to be able to change them %%

Marxism-Leninism presented itself to young activists as a tool of empow-
erment. It laid the theoretical foundations for people’s power because it
showed how ordinary people, once they had mastered socialist science, could
become masters of the future. It provided the scientific evidence that truth,
progress, and victory were on the side of the new order. According to Corn-
forth, man is about to embark on a new phase of evolution. He is on the
threshold of “communist society, in which the whole social process will be
brought under his own conscious, planned direction2%* Here was the prom-
ised land with a new, harmonious social order. This goal could be reached only

if one was prepared to make a clean break with the past.
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Orthodox Marxism, teaching man how to understand society in a materi-
alist way in order to “become masters of the future,” was becoming the dom-
inant ideology shaping the views of the youth leadership.2% In the 1950s,
rebellion was inspired by memories of a strong independent Pedi polity in the
nineteenth century and images of a harmonious precolonial past. Neither the
Sekhukhune rebellion of the 1950s nor the heroic battles of the Pedi armies
against the Boers and British in the nineteenth century seemed to have played
a prominent role in youth consciousness. Their ideal was not the restoration
of peasant society but a victorious proletariat that would herald a communist
social order. There is, however, a common strand between the glorification of
a mythical peasant past and the idealization of a communist future: both types
of societies were perceived as egalitarian and harmonious social orders. Visions
of restoring the “primitive communism” of precolonial times could coexist
with the idealization of the Soviet model as the guiding example for South
Africa. The yearning for the communalism of olden times also inspired
NOTPECO’s vision of the future: “We agree with the Freedom Charter, The
land shall be shared among those who work it. It is not that we want a situa-
tion where there are small farms and big farms. We want a situation where the
people work the land collectively. The land must be returned to the people 2%

Whether the call for land could have become a rallying cry to mobilize a
broad alliance in the Bantustans is a matter of conjecture. On the rhetorical
and emotional level, this call is sure to command wide support. In practice,
access to land does not mean that one also has the resources to cultivate crops
or keep cattle. Even in those rare years when the rains come to Sekhukhune-
land, considerable expanses of land still lie fallow. Although there is a resid-
ual peasantry in parts of the Bantustans, a large part of the population is made
up of rural proletariat, victims of resettlement and of the expulsion of black
labor from the white farms. Access to urban areas and to urban support net-
works was likely to have a higher priority for many migrants than the main-
tenance of a rural resource base.207

These ideological discussions, however, were not of immediate interest to
the rank and file of rural youth movements. Dialectical materialism is a rather
complex topic. The workshops attracted only a limited number of activists.
The mass of the youth lost interest. Many were demoralized after the experi-
ence of harsh repression.

The Charterist Movement in the 1990s: A Realignment of Forces
In Sekhukhuneland, the revolt was crushed in April and May 1986 when the

South African army moved in. Villages were in a state of military occupation.
People were forbidden to move in the streets with two or more other people.
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. Months of mass detentions, shootings, and beatings drove youth into sub-
. mission, apathy, criminal gangs, or underground organizations. Some of the
. unemployed youth, many of whom had drifted along with the youth move-

ment without much political motivation, were recruited into vigilante groups

 or the Lebowa police. This transformation of unemployed youth into vigilantes

was seen as a serious threat by the youth movement. In 1987, the thhern
Transvaal Youth Congress announced the formation of defense comumittees to
deal with vigilante forces and committed itself to stop tﬁe recruitment of
young people into vigilante groups. Money and the possibxh.ty of 'se'ttlmg p;:.)l;
sonal accounts were seen as the main motivation for becoming vigilantes.
Although youth were the primary victims of both vigilantism and army and

- police repression, military occupation proved a harsh experience f(?r the adqlt
' population as well. Soldiers and policemen behaved as an occupying for.cc in
! conquered territory, robbing and beating people at random.. It is wxdély
believed that the SADF employed mercenaries from neighboring countries

who had previously served in Namibia or in units of RENAMO (Rcsis'téncia
Nacional Mogambicana) in Mozambique. These foreign.ers, who did not
speak any local language, had the reputation of being cspe.aally. brutal.'

In other parts of the Northern Transvaal, UDF activity still continued,
although under increasing pressure. In protest against the murder of Peter
Nchabeleng, the UDF Northern Transvaal had called a consumer boycott.
Added to the protest were the demands that had become familiar featurcs of
consumer boycotts in the urban areas: an end to detentions, reducgons ‘?f bus
fares and rents, withdrawal of troops from the townships, and resignation of
town councillors and members of homeland legislatures. By May 1986, con-
sumer boycotts were affecting Pietersburg, Phalaborwa, Potgietersrus, and
Tzaneen. The boycott was reportedly highly effective in Pietersburg, where the
chamber of commerce admitted a 20 percent drop in sales during the first
week.20? .

After the declaration of the nationwide State of Emergency in June 1986,
most members of the UDF Northern Transvaal Regional Executive were
detained, with the remainder going semi-underground or into exile. At this
point the lack of a second layer of leadership became an acute problerp. ‘Thc
UDF never was a very strong organization,” Thabo Makunyane said with
hindsight. “What was missing, was a link between the structures. And then,
the structures became static. No new leadership was coming up??'® -

Small nuclei of youth activists kept sporadic contact with SAYCO, th}ch
was formally launched at the height of repression, in March 1987. Activists
who had fled to Johannesburg had occasional contact with the UDF Hc':ad
Office, but there was hardly any framework for coordination and consultation
between UDF organizations in the Northern Transvaal. Worst hit by the repres-
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sion were Sekhukhuneland, Turfloop, and, beginning in 1988, Venda. To

the organizational vacuum, some new, semi-clandestine structures sprary

up. In 1987, a Far Northern Transvaal Coordinating Committee of the UD,
was formed, comprising Venda, the townships around Louis Trichardt an
Messina, and the northern half of Gazankulu. The far north had not expe

enced anything like the revolt in Lebowa, although the social basis of the UD
was similar in this region. The UDF consisted of SAYCO, AZASO, and afe
sympathetic clergy. “Politics was youth politics. . . . The few adults who we
involved in the UDF were very isolated. They were regarded as terrorists?
Only some sympathetic church workers could continue to operate opent

although they also faced arrest and confiscation of documents. The North

ern Transvaal Council of Churches continued its support work, providin
some income for the families of detainees and helping to find legal advice. Thi
assistance, however limited, proved important in the dark years of 1986-88 an:
provided at least some sense of continuity and hope.

woo UDF financial statement also reveals a rather modest orgar}izadon. The
YDF Northern Transvaal had three organizers on its payroll, while the report

© The challenge in this transitional period was to broaden the sogal l?ase .Of
¢ Charterist movement in the Northern Transvaal without alienating its
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ons for the dismantling of Bantustans and to give maximum support to the
; itional Leaders.213 .

;lﬂglrl:;s t?lig?glFthOMem Transvaal reported on the state of it§ gﬁ’ﬂlates as
January 1991, the UDF had not progressed much beyond its F)rlgmal yorlglh
d student basis.?!* Two new affiliates had been added to the list: the North-
Transvaal Civics Association and the Congress of Tradmonal Healcrs:r;n
iguing organization that was to have a life span of just a few months. The

organizational assets mentioned four typewriters, two of wh.ic'h could ngt
used, one rhoneo (stencil) machine in the possession of an activist currently
detention, and a bakkie (van) that police confiscated in June 1986 and appar-
y subsequently sold.?!?

Most members of the regional executive were released in March 1989 after
having joined a hunger strike, but some were placed under restrictions that
did not lapse until February 1990. Finding that many organizations had col-
lapsed and that surviving organizations were in a state of disarray, the execu-
tive members convened a consultative conference ar which a task force was
clected to revive the UDF structures organization and to broaden it out
beyond youth organization by establishing more civics and women’s organi-
zations. Initially, progress was slow. The thaw in the political climate after

youth constituency. While the UDF withered away, the ANC—ina transfo'r-
mation process from liberation movement to rul%ng party— attempt'ed to ga1rf
control over the Bantustans. How did it cope with the legacy of this extraor
i i uth mobilization?

dniryrfszgogfotﬁz(;orthem Transvaal, the UDF as such was not 1.1nderstood
15 a distinct movement with its own discrete symbolism and meaning. In fact,f

quite a few people whom I interviewed in Apel-GaNkoane k.lad never hearc;l1 0
| the UDF. If they belonged to the youth movement, that implied that they

E. W. de Klerk’s succession to the presidency was not immediately noticeable

in the harsh political landscape of the Northern Transvaal.

Confidence was partially restored with the UDF’s Defiance Campaign in
1989 and the release of Walter Sisulu and other AN C stalwarts from Robben
Island in October 1989. But at the time of Sisulu’s release, UDF organization
in the Northern Transvaal was still crippled so severely that the region could
not send an organized delegation to the welcoming rally in Soweto.?12 By
December 1989, however, organization had been sufficiently restored to assem-

ble a delegation to the Conference for a Democratic Future in Johannesburg,

Among the UDF activists in the Northern Transvaal who were trying to
pick up the pieces was the remainder of the SEYO leadership. They identi-
fied the centralized structure as one of the weaknesses of their organization
because it left the organization in disarray when the leadership was detained.
Reconstituting SEYO along federal lines, based on village units, would make
the organization less vulnerable. But by the time a SEYO congress was con-
vened in March 1990, circumstances had changed drastically. In line with a
previous SAYCO resolution, SEYO decided to dissolve and to join the ANC
Youth League. In its concluding statement, SEYO resolved to embark on cam-

were part of “the organization” And “the orgM}i?ation”— that was the AN C.
In this sense, the ANC faced no problem of legitimacy. After the unbannings
in February 1990, it was a foregone conclusion in the No%‘thc?n Transvaal that
the UDF should disband in order to let the ANC take its rightful pla.ce. Iln
other respects, however, the ANC faced a difﬁa}lt start. It could not 51mphy
build on the foundations laid by the UDF, which in the rur.al parts of the
Northern Transvaal had become largely identified with rebellious youth. In

ated old guard of the ANC leadership, while local ANC representatives were

anticipation of the coming elections, the ANC needed to broaden it.s support
base. Part of the ANC strategy was to win over Bantustan rulers, Cthf;S, busi-
nessmen—in general, the Bantustan elites who had been the adversaries iiurc-i
ing the 1980s. Much to the dismay of the youth congre§ses, Lebowa home ancl
Jeader Nelson Ramodike joined the ANC. Initially, this ANC strategy causc:211
considerable tension between the Iohannesburg-based. le.adcrs.hlp and loc

structures. The sight of Bantustan leaders wining and dining with the vener-

kept in the dark about what was going on, caused much bcwxl.d?rment ang
resentment. In some instances, local activists even boycottcc? visits by AN
dignitaries. Much “political education” was required to explain to a youthful
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on e berween healers and comrades could not easily be reconciled with the progressive cause, which entailed fight-
ing superstitions. In the beginning of the 1990s, scientific socialism continued
to be seen as the more obvious remedy for unscientific superstitions.

(i) Healers were burnt to death by comrades reasons being that they bewitched
people (no prove has been given)

(i1) There must be communication between Healers and comrades to end this
conflict.

uneland Revisited
(iii) The reasons for this is to build to the new S.A. Sekhukh

The ANC was rather ambivalent about this venture. John Phala believed that

is was wise for the ANC to support the healers’ union for the same reason that
support was given to CONTRALESA: “You cannot simply abolish them, you
have to try and control them? By working with the dingaka, the ANC hoped

What was the legacy of “the times of the comrades” in Sekhukhuneland? My
first visits to Sekhukhuneland took place between July and September 1990.
Calm had returned to the rural villages, but the atmosphere was soméwhat
unsettled. On the one hand, there was the uncertainty about De Klerk’s inten-

to stop the witch-hunts. This, Phala thought, could be achieved by convinc-
ing the healers that they should no longer deal individually with accusations
of witchcraft but should refer the matter to the councils of their unions.?22
The dingaka agreed that the witch burnings ought to be stopped. In cases
where the healers had provided their services to witch-hunting comrades, they
claimed that they had done so under threat. They argued that both these mat-
ters—youth consulting dingaka and the burning of witches —went against the
tradition. But those youth who had sought the services of healers had done so
with the argument that “it is everybody’s democratic right to come and con-
sult a doctor” The dingaka now agreed on a procedure where they would still
treat the victims of witchcraft, but they would avoid publicly naming the cul-
prits. After having identified the perpetrator of witchcraft, they themselves
would deal with such a person and prevent him or her from inflicting any
more harm. The healers attending the meeting adopted a constitution, elected
an executive, and issued a warning to the ANC that there would be no victory
in the liberation struggle without their services.2?3
The healers’ union, with its rather flimsy organizational base, proved to
be short-lived. The driving force was Steve Mamaro, a young man from
Sekhukhuneland who lived in Tembisa, on the Reef. When Mamaro disap-
peared shortly after the Lobethal meeting, the union collapsed. Efforts were
made to revive the organization, now under the name of CONTRADOSA
(Congress of Traditional Doctors). CONTRADOSA issued membership cer-
tificates but seems not have conducted many activities beyond that.224 Most
union members were unaware that their organization had affiliated with the
UDF, for outside contacts were conducted by Steve Mamaro. Most youth
activists in Sekhukhuneland were equally unaware of the existence of the
“comrade dingaka” Although many of them recognized the political expe-
diency of working with chiefs, they reacted rather scornfully to the idea of
working with dingaka, who were seen as profiteers making a lot of money
from poor and ignorant people. Their practice was “unscientific” and thus

tions: Was all of this really irreversible? On the other hand, there was insecu-
rity about the future: Would the ANC deliver on its promises? Or would the
Jeaders settle comfortably as the new ruling elite? In smoké—ﬁ.llcd shcbc-:cns,
young men discussed the contradictions inherent in “negotiating the seizure
of power? Was the ANC on the point of “selling us out”?' How many con-
cessions were going to be made? To local youth activists, it seemed that the
ANC leaders were too worried about their shiny Mercedeses to venture on the
bumpy gravel roads of Sekhukhuneland. But the festive rclauncb of .thc South
African Communist Party in a Soweto stadium in July 1990 inspired great
excitement in Apel-GaNkoane. A bus had been hired and filled to capacity—
and more—to take local youth to this memorable event. Joe Slovo and Ck}rls
Hani, leaders of the SACP as well as MK, had assumed almost mythical
dimensions among Sekhukhune youth, even more than Mandela and Sisulu.
After all, the armed struggle had not been waged from Robben Island.
Maurice Nchabeleng tried to persuade villagers to sign up as ANC mem-
bers. One hundred members were required for the formation of an ANC
branch. It was not easy. “Even now;” he conceded, “we have no lin.ks with
our parents? Apart from building the ANC, the greatest challenge in these
months was the formation of a civic association. The two villages of Apel and
GaNkoane were going to have a joint ANC branch but two separate civics
since the civics would deal with village matters. This required intricate ro.unds
of consultations between youth, ANC veterans, the chief, teachers, princ.1pals,
and businesspeople. Members of all these groups could often be found in the
bottle stores, shebeens, and beer halls: here at least was common ground.
Mr. Makgaleng, formerly the chair of the Sekhukhune Parc’nt.s’ Crisi§ Com-
mittee, was in favor of forming a civic but warned youth activists against too
much singing of freedom songs. Youth, he told them, should try and keep a
low profile, as some people still associated comrades with tbe .burnmg' of' people.
This advice went unheeded. When the GaNkoane civic association was
launched on a hot Saturday in September 1990, the dusty schoolyard was alive
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Il\)zramo.unt Chief .K. K. Sekhukhune, Chief Phasha of GaNkoane, Lo ;
nguni, representing the ANC and UDF leadership from Pietersburg’; zf

COSATU delegation from Johannesburg. They were all welcomed by a
of honor, formed by young men and women in various fantas 1}1]nif
adorned with ANC colors and SACP symbols.??% There were theyco bor
slogans of the 1980s: “Long live the spirit of no surrender long live tfrlt sa
of no compromise” and “Viva proletarian intcrnationalis’m ” But ther .
2130 new slogans, blending the spirit of the 1980s with the qu;est forn eaLlV},i
Long live the classless society, long live progressive chiefs” Louis 16\211 .
speaking on behalf of the ANC, reassured the dignitaries who were sat

behind a table under a makeshift shelter: “We of the ANC love our chiefs angd

have n i i i
ever undertaken anything against chiefs” But the representative of th

newly fo
y formed Northern Transvaal umbrella structure of civic association

sounded less inclined to honor chiefly traditions. Civics, he explained, should
, pensions, health, and

gorifi committecs to look after education, social welfare
" o .
Ing activities. He complained that the government had forced the peo

ple to go through the chiefs to address problems, but now the civics should

deal with the issues directly.

Suc'f:edz;idzssfo; Chief Phasha, who had not yet been officially installed after

cding hus father, was delivered by a spokesman. Thin i

the spokesman, but in the i ot e sid
L past they had been afraid of the youth. Th

aware that their youth liked politics, but education should c}(’)mc first ?OIX:Z;

' gs, like stealing and poverty. If all pe : 1

educated and rich, there would be no need to steal items like cold[:ir(i)llljk(; ;;’;;:

ende on to the youth “not to take acti
because that will frighten us” Although Chief Pasha’s spokesman an:ilcotl:ﬁ:r’

of education causes bad thin

the shops. He ended with an exhortati

;i::l:ix: (;)lv(?: rewarciied \fzvith a polite applause, the arrival of SAYCO president
. 4 caused a frenzy. Mokaba had a clear mes

tion and “back-to-school” calls, but of familj i peol o

R iliar battle cries: the 1

be ;rhmed to .ﬁght Inkatha and the Boers and to repossess the laifiop eehould

- € mecting was a success in that all the prominent guests, from the para-

cg(:gg; cfhlef t;) ;he AN bC delegation from Pietersburg and the COSATUpdcl

fom Johannesburg, all made the journey to the d ina

homeland village. But the main invi J were abota e e

. n mvited guests were absent: th
GaNkoane. The vast majori e schontonet
jority of the several hundred people in th
were schoolchildren, most of them e roclve, Themn
re s s young, many under twelve, Th
;frlnkl;lng of elderly women and old men, including some old AN Ce th"’::zt:
om the 1950s. But people in the age group between twenty-five and sixty

* Youth political activity was now mainly confined to the ANC Youth League.
Dine of the original student activists conceded his marginalization with a mix-

GaNkoane were in urgent need of a disco?

~ now preaching the virtues of patience and moderation. Among the benefici-
 aries of the constitutional negotiations were not only the chiefs, who obtained

who won a promise that all civil servants would continue to be state employ-
" ees after the abolition of Bantustans. Their pensions were guaranteed. Many
youth activists found it difficult to accept that their former enemies fitted so

. comfortably in the new order.

rience and a stronger self-confidence. Corporal punishment was not abolished

with student representative councils. Rural youth had forcefully put them-

om Confusion to Lusaka” 147

¢ conspicuously lacking. The civic never took off. Chief Phasha insisted
the civic should meet in his kraal, in order for him to keep control over
proceedings. The executive insisted on meeting in the school. Without the
£s support, the civic could not function.

The ANC branch for Apel-GaNkoane was indeed established. Within a
. it was firmly under the control of teachers, who had taken care to assure
r positions in the “new South Africa” by joining an AN C-leaning teachers’
on. Most of those elected to serve on the executive were teachers, plus
¢ were two principals and one or two businessmen. It was explained to me
t one needs a businessman as treasurer: “If he eats the money, it can at least

reclaimed from his shop?”

¢ of resentment and resignation: “The youth has been demobilized.” The
isbandment of SEYO and SAYCO aroused mixed feelings among Sekhuk-
une activists. In spite of their loyalty to the ANC, they clearly felt the chan-
eling of their movement into the reconstituted ANC Youth League was a loss
f autonomy, making youth organization subservient to the “mother body”
he “old men” were taking control again, telling the youth to go back to
ool. How could the “old men” understand that the youth of Apel and

Youth power was not consolidated. As the constitutional negotiations
agged on, many young activists felt increasingly marginalized. Their ven-
rated leaders, who had urged them on as shock troops of the revolution, were

fficial recognition of their role and status, but also the Bantustan officials,

But village youth emerged from this decade with more organizational expe-

but was greatly curtailed. Principals and teachers were generally willing to deal

selves on the national agenda. They had appropriated the modes of political
action from the townships and the Marxist discourse from the university cam-
puses, and they blended these into their own brand of millenarianism, com-
bining the battle for political power and a better place in society with a zest for

moral renewal.
1 returned to Sekhukhuneland in April 1994, on the eve of the elections.
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Talk among local ANC activists centered on the lack of development in rural
arcas and the comfortable deal secured by their former adversaries, such et
chiefs and Bantustan officials. Much indignation was aroused by the ANG
decision to put Lebowa’s prime minister Nelson Ramodike on the ANC Jj
He was forced to step down at the last minute when local ANC structures in
the Northern Transvaal sent the message to headquarters that this was ov
stepping the limit of what they were prepared to tolerate in the interest of
“unity” Otherwise, local interest seemed at a low ebb. Where would we find a
place to watch the much trumpeted television debate between De Klerk and:
Mandela? In Nelson’s Place, a shebeen frequented by youth, only about ten
boys and young men had assembled to witness this historic event. They:
watched mostly in silence, grinning gleefully at the thought that De Klerk
would be serving as vice-president under Mandela. But why the lack of inter-
est? Where were the other comrades? “People are tired of politics. Mandela is
the messiah. He will help us?

Chief Richard Nchabeleng of Apel, now a member of CONT: RALESA, was
equally indifferent about the “independence elections” What would the elec-
tions mean for the village and the position of chiefs? He kept rubbing his eyes,
sighing that these were difficult questions. Only one topic could arouse any
passion on the part of Chief Nchabeleng. “Those GaNkoane people must be
stopped” A new conflict between the two villages had arisen over a piece of
land. GaNkoane residents had torn down a house that belonged to one of
Nchabeleng’s subjects. If only those people would be arrested, the trouble
would be over, the chief felt. But nothing happened because the civil ser-
vants of Lebowa were on strike. In the Lebowa administration, civil servants
indulged in an orgy of promotions and went on strike when Pretoria refused
to foot the bill. The police strike was now over, but at the magistrate’s office
nobody was working —therefore nobody could be arrested. But after the elec-
tions, Chief Nchabeleng intended to “take the law into my own hands” and
settle this thing once and forever.

The talk of the village was the resurgence of the old animosities between
Apel and GaNkoane, not the impending historic elections. Those from Apel
had launched a consumer boycott against shops in GaNkoane after the
destruction of the house. The revival of “tribal conflict” was of no consequence
for the elections. Like those from Apel, the people of GaNkoane would vote
for the ANC, for there was no alternative. While by far the majority of the
roughly 350 members of the Apel-GaNkoane branch of the ANC lived in Apel,
membership in the ANC Youth League was spread more evenly between the
two villages. Young activists made house-to-house visits to educate the vot-
ers. Some of the old people were still afraid of the youth, explained an eld-
erly woman who served on the local ANC exccutive: “They are saying ‘the

uth will kill us’ They remember what happened in 1986. But those were not
the comrades. Those youth smoked dagga and they came from Gal.\lkoa.ne.
aNkoane, that is a different place. There they burn t;vgches when lightning

i koane people don’t know sympathy.
sT?Esrl;;lg igccfearljtional C(P;nﬂ[i)ct that marked the wi'tch burnings of 19806di1ad
heen reformulated to express the most salient conflict of the present. ! dcr-
- ¢, not much had changed in Apel-GaNkoane over the past four years. Edu-
tio’n was still a shambles. In most schools, tcachgrs were on s.trlk.e bcc;t:ts!c
Jsalaries had not been paid over the past months. Since the beginning o the
school year, students at the teacher-training college had bc'en boy;(])ttmf
asses in support of their demands that more s.tudents be admitted tz ! < :;)/0
fege. Because of the civil servants’ strike, pensions hac.i not been palT or 1
months. Now Radio Lebowa announced that officials frorn. t.he ransvaIa
Provincial Administration would take over from the Lebowa. civil s’crvaf?ts. [n
-Sekhukhuneland, pensions would be paid out at the magistrate’s office in
Schoonoord and the police station in Apel, which had be‘en bull.t in 1990.
Thousands of elderly men and women converged on the police statlon,lqu;uc-1
ing patiently to await the arrival of the ofﬁcllals. Hundreds of peoulp dch:\l,c
already arrived the evening before payday, fearing that the money wo

i ame late.

ml}‘lilcl;grtnh;gr;ydncy’s poem?” asked Maurice Nchabeleng as we drot:fc C;Xazri
from the police station, where hundreds of old mC‘l‘“l and womc;xnszg1 u d fz :
together to spend a long, cold night in the open. Remember ! E CC;V -
sions? They are still here. Except for one. There is no more cgnﬁlshiign !
the parents and the children. The parents no longer fear their children’




CHAPTER FOUR

“Yah, God Is on Our Side”:
The Krugersdovp Residents
Organisation and Township Revolt

For once, God. . . . has given us that spirit to do it just right.
Yah, God is on our side.

KRO chair phoning the secretary of the civic

Civics and Popular Mobilization

Townsurp-Basen ORGANIZATIONS of residents known as civic associa-
tions or civics made up an important part of the UDF’s membership. During
the 1980s, civics vacillated beeween different roles: watch-dog bodies repre-
senting the interests of all township residents; political bodies aspiring to con-
struct Charterist hegemony at the local level; brokers taking up individual
problems and grievances of residents; organs of people’s power; front organ-
izations for the ANC, preparing to grab local power in the event of a seizure
of power by the liberation movement. Sometimes a civic was formed as an end
in itself, namely to provide residents with a vehicle to address township issues
such as rents, transportation, crime, electricity. Sometimes a civic was a means
to an end: activists launched a civic in the belief that campaigns around rents
or washing lines would provide a low-threshold starting point from which res-
idents could gradually be drawn into wider political struggles against the
apartheid state.

The rise of the civic movement predates the formation of the UDF. Com-
munity organizations, which became known as civic associations, began to
emerge toward the end of the 1970s, partly prompted by the installation of
community councils in a number of townships. These councils took over some
of the functions of the state administration boards, notably the collection of
rents and the allocation of houses. Rent increases generally accompanied the
installation of the community councils. Opposition to rent increases became
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a prominent feature of civic struggles in the 1980s, as thc.community councils
and their successors, the town councils that were established under the 1982
Black Local Authorities Act, unsuccessfully attempted to make ends meet w1th
frequent increases in rents and service charges. Among the ﬁrst‘civm organi-
zations were the Soweto Civic Association (SCA) and the Port Elizabeth Black
Civic Organisation (PEBCO), both of which §ubscquendy served as models
for community organizations in other townships. '
During the 1980s, most civics affiliated with the UDE, but some remal.m?d
outside the Charterist fold. The Soweto civic was initially reluctant to join
because it included AZAPO activists. In some townships, UDF-affiliated civics
had to compete with Black Consciousness organiz‘atio.ns or those commu-
nity organizations leaning toward the PAC (Pan Africanist Copgrcss), \jvhxle a
number of civics in the Western Cape adhered to the Trotskyite doctrme§ of
the New Unity Movement. Civics in the African townshi[?s were not a vital
concern to the UDF in its early phase, as the campaign against the trlc-ameral
parliament centered on the Indian and colored communities. But w1tb the
outburst of township revolt in September 1984, civics sprang to national
prominence. ' '
Community organizations were formed on the assumption that town§h1p
residents shared a community of interests, by virtue of the fact that they lived
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in the same place. This assumption often proved true when the inhabitants felt
bchagucr.cd from outside—for example, by the police or the army. Joint
action against a common threat may engender a community spirit, but this is
rarely a lasting phenomenon. As with “the people,” the widcsprca:i “commu-
nity” Qiscoursc obscured the fact that the inhabitants of a certain place share
some interests on some issues but may have divergent interests on other issues.
As townships began to show more economic differentiation, the assumption
of common.intercsts became less self-evident. But in the African townships of
the 1980s, increasing economic differentiation had by and large not yet
r‘csultcd in clearly class-based political organization and action. Under con}clii—
tions of repression and disenfranchisement, mobilization was less likely to
occur along the lines of social class. ’
Amopg the Transvaal civics, the Krugersdorp Residents Organisation
(KRO) in Kagiso had the reputation of being a strong, well-organized civic.!
The story of Kagiso modifies the image of township revolt as it was transmii:-
ted by the mass media. Images of almost unbridled militancy and near anar-
chY dominated media coverage of rebellion in the townships. Kagiso presents
a picture of reluctant rebellion: residents were not eager to plunge nto mili-
tant mass action, and when they finally did, they were not intent on promot-
ing c.haos and anarchy. On the contrary, their appreciation for the civic was
prcdlcat.cd on its capacity to deliver a certain amount of Jaw and order. Within
t.hC KaglsQ civic, different perceptions of the proper role of a civic organiza- :
tion coexisted, partly because of the different backgrounds of civic activists
Sh.ould the civic leadership give priority to mobilizing residents in mass cam:
s s e e et o bl s ratons O ok
. . . R rder to avoid the risks of undisciplined
actions and ill-considered ventures?
What kind of people were the driving force behind the Krugersdorp Resi-
deqts Organisation? What motivated them, and how did they try to mobilize
thelr‘fellow residents? Who was included in “the community;” and who
remained excluded or on the margins? What were the issues that, galvanized
the people of Kagiso into collective action? What was the impact of the UDF
on Fown§hip organization? The story of the rebellion in Kagiso is preceded b
a discussion of the structural conditions and an introduction of the actors. ’

other, much smaller and older township, Munsieville. During the 1980s,
Munsieville residents were threatened with the destruction of their homes and
removal to Kagiso to make room for the planned extension of the white resi-
dential areas of Krugersdorp.

In the mid-1980s, Kagiso had between 60,000 and 70,000 inhabitants.
. Around 20,000 people were living in Munsieville.2 Two hostels in Kagiso
housed about 5,000 people. Another 10,000 people were without conven-
tional housing and lived mostly in backyard shacks. On average, one dwelling
accommodated 9.2 people.? In terms of age and gender, Kagiso’s population
was fairly evenly distributed. The ethnic composition was mixed, with a dom-
inance of Sotho and Tswana speakers.

Sprawling squatter scttlements on the outskirts of the township sprang up
only in the late 1980s. Kagiso had thirteen primary and two secondary schools.
There was no secondary school in Munsieville, so those high school students
attended school in Kagiso. At the edge of the township was the fairly large
Leratong Hospital, which also served as a training institute for nurses. Liv-
ing conditions were roughly comparable with other PWV townships, and the
new housing extensions built in the 19708 and 1080s compared favorably with
the older settlements.

Kagiso consisted of two parts: Kagiso I, one of the older townships in the
region, and Kagiso II, much bigger extension, built mostly in the 1970s and
1980s. Kagiso I became the stronghold of the civic organization. Only the
main roads were paved, and clectrification was slow in reaching the area. At
the beginning of the 1980s, only about 10 percent of the houses had electric-
ity. Since the early 1980s, residents had been paying a monthly fee for the elec-
trification of the township, but only 14.5 percent of the homes had electricity
by the end of the decade.* Nevertheless, in spite of these monthly fees, fami-
lies applying to have electricity connected to their homes still had to pay a fee
of 2000 Rand.® This was an outrageous amount, compared to the tariffs in
the adjoining white city of Krugersdorp. Throughout the 1980s, electricity

remained high on the list of civic concerns. Numerous residents complained
about extremely high electricity bills, which gave rise to the suspicion that the
council tampered with the electricity meters.

During my visits to the township in 1990, I found Kagiso residents in the
midst of a boycott of rents and service charges. The town council had reacted
by halting several services, such as garbage collection. The streets of Kagiso
were lined with enormous piles of rotting garbage. On days with heavy rains,
garbage mixed with overflowing sewers and rain to create torrential streams,
damaging the poorly maintained roads. Roads deteriorated further as a result
of the inventiveness of residents, who dug gullies in the road to extend elec-
tricity cables to houses that were not formally connected. Improvised wiring

Structural Conditions: A Profile of Kagiso Township

Kagiso—the name means “peace” in Tswana—was a medium-sized townshi

on thé West Rand, some fifteen miles west of Johannesburg. The townshi 4
cstabh.sh.cd in 1956, was designed to serve the white town of Krugersdorp an%
the adjoining Chamdor industrial area. To the northwest of Krugersdorp was
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also crisscrossed from electricity poles through windows of houses. The ek
tric company ESCOM had complained that i 10000
Rand and threatened to cut off cplcctricity. Pt hada monehy los of 300,00
Next to the hostel in Kagiso I was a block of burned- i
were deserted after Inkatha fighters in the hostel had launch(::zta}riltlts:csl; :)lhlth
pelghborhood in August 1990. The battle between Inkatha and the Kagiso r
idents erupted in the context of the township war in 1990, when Inkatila ruthy
lessly attempted to establish a foothold in the Transvaal ;Vhile the ANC trie
to safcguard its hegemonic position in the Transvaal townships. At the time
my visits, the two hostels had become no-go areas for township resident:
Most of the original inmates had fled the violence, and the hostels had bee
taken over by Inkatha. The original dwellers had sought refuge in the tow,

ship or in a nearby squatter camp. But this was a new situation. During the}

2 g
19805 tllc wo h.OStClS wCere on dlc margins Of to Wnshlp h.fc but were not out

Most residents of Kagiso and Munsieville worked in Krugersdorp and the |

Chamdor ix.xdustrial area, while some found employment in Roodepoort or
Randfontém and in Johannesburg. As several activists pointed Eut the
Chmdor industries, which included chemical enterprises and a brewery, ’ aid
their taxes to Krugersdorp and spilled their pollution in Kagiso. As clsev)vﬁcrc
on Fhe .Wcst Rand, trade union presence in Kagiso was fairly weak. At the
bcgmmg of the 1980s, only the Food and Beverage Workers Union ( FBWU)
an a.ﬂihate. of the Council of Unions of South Africa (CUSA), was or amizj
ing in Kagso. The general union GAWU (General and Allied W(;rkers Ulgmion)
:hn aﬁihztle of the .UDF, recruited some followers during the 1980s, wherca;
o ;ionc(t) nl;nfl i\;::d Workers Union (MAWU) established a presence in this
.The fccession of the first half of the 1980s had an uneven impact on town-
ship residents. Income distribution became more uneven, with a simultane-
ous growth of an upper-income group and a very lo’w income grou
Unskilled workers and casual labor generally experienced falling wages %kﬂlc[zi
yvorkcrs, on the other hand, could look forward to fairly substaiti;ﬂ wage
increases, partly thanks to the increasing bargaining power of their tracgie
unions. At the same time, African urban areas witnessed the growth of a mid-
dle class as new opportunitics opened up in retailing and transportation, such
as the bpommg taxi business.® The increasing social differentiation i,n the
townships 'manifcsted itself in a greater variety of housing. This development
made possible by the greater security of tenure, which was introduccdis gr;
gf the reforms.of the Bor.:ha government, was clearly visible in Kagiso. Prisate
evelopers built new neighborhoods with fairly comfortable homes next to

the all too familiar “matchbox” townshi
ship h .
estates had unpaved roads. p houses. But even the so-called elite
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* Before 1971, townships formed part of the municipal area of the white
s. Soweto, for example, was part of the municipality of Johannesburg,
hile Kagiso was part of Krugersdorp. Townships and towns had a common
fiscal base, so the municipality could provide township services from local tax
evenue on business and property. This state of affairs changed in 1971, when
ownships were taken away from the municipalities and put under the control
f the Bantu administration boards. The government introduced the princi-
sle that Africans must pay for their own administration. Since the boards

received no money from the municipalities, local government for Africans

¢ to depend on income from rents and site rents, service charges, the sale

of houses in leasehold schemes, and the boards’ monopoly on liquor and beer

ales. Restrictive regulations against business in the townships meant that for
along time no viable business sector could emerge, which could have helped

alleviate the fiscal crisis. Township residents continued to spend the bulk of
their income in white areas. In the scheme of Grand Apartheid, townships

were designed as dormitory towns for a temporary labor force whose ultimate
destination lay in the homelands.

The town councils, established under the 1982 Black Local Authorities Act,
were faced with financial disaster. Many councillors were aware that the new
system of local government lacked a financial base. They demanded the inclu-
sion of industrial areas within township borders. They argued the case for gov-
ernment subsidies on municipal services and claimed access to income from
municipal traffic licenses and traffic fines. But none of these requests were
granted. The town councils also lacked the traditional source of black town-
ship revenue: beer and liquor sales, which had provided 70 percent of the
income of the administration boards. The boards retained the revenue from
sorghum beer sales in the beer halls, and most other liquor sales were priva-
tized. Thus the new councils’ income from alcohol was restricted to fees
obtained from distriburing licenses for liquor stores. These licenses were much
sought after, and the mayor and councillors generally saw to it that the income
from liquor outlets lined their private pockets. Fourteen out of fifteen liquor
outlets in Lekoa, in the Vaal Triangle, were reportedly in the hands of mayor
Esau Mahlatsi or members of his family.” Similar patterns prevailed in other
townships, where mayors and councillors ensured that the lion’s share of the
required licenses for bottle stores, gas stations, supermarkets, and other shops
went to themselves or their relatives. Faced with a lack of income and full of
ambitious plans for the improvement of township infrastructure, the town
councils set out to increase rents, in many cases by substantial amounts. In the
1970s, as was the case in the 1980s, people’s resentment was aroused not only
by financial hardship but also by the total lack of communication between the

Jocal administration and the residents.
Kagiso went through its first experience with township revolt in the 1976
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uprising. In spite of some evidence of underground activity by the PAC i
1977, Kagiso seemed politically calm at the beginning of the 198cs. In the 198
elections for community councils, Kagiso had a relatively high turnout of 4
percent of registered voters, which amounted to 7,700 voters. Three years
later, in the 1983 elections for the new Black Local Authorities, Kagiso again
showed a relatively high poll of 36.6 percent of the registered voters.$
Although the council hailed this turnout as an “outstanding success;” thi
percentage is misleading, since only 4,008 inhabitants had bothered to regis
ter on the voters’ roll. The “registered voters” were only a small portion of the
eligible voters. Elections were held in three wards only, as the candidates in
the other wards were uncontested. The actual number of votes cast was defi-

nitely less impressive: 1,4.45.% '

The Actors: The Krugersdorp Residents Organisation

As in many other townships, rent struggles provided the impetus towards the
formation of a civic association in Kagiso. In 1980, house owners in a new
extension refused to pay their water bill in protest against a steep rise in the
monthly bull for the repayment of the loan, interests, and service charges. Ini-
tially the council threatened to cut off the water supply. But after the local
Action Committee formed an alliance with members of COSAS (Congress of
South African Students) who promised to bring water in drums, the council
gave in and reduced the monthly bills.!® Later that year the mayor of Kagiso
announced in a newspaper advertisement an increase in rents in the older part
of the township. The matter was discussed in an informal gathering of youth,
most of them in their early twenties. Their anger was directed not only at the
rent increase but also at the arrogance of the community council for making
an announcement in the press without bothering to inform the people of
Kagiso.!! A core group of perhaps five young men discussed plans for a cam-
paign against the rent increase. They envisaged more than an ad hoc protest
their goal was to involve people in Kagiso in building an independent organ-
ization of residents, following the example of PEBCO and SCA.

Their strategizing sessions were inspired with new ideas by the arrival of a
newcomer, Bafana Seripe, who had worked in the Western Cape as an organ-
izer for the Young Christian Workers, a remarkable organization that is dis-
cussed in more detail later in the chapter. Seripe told his friends in Kagiso
about the civic movement in the Western Cape: how they were conducting
door-to-door campaigns and using media to organize people. More youth
were contacted, including members of AZAPO and members of a Christian
youth club that had been established at the initiative of a local pastor, Frank
Chikane. By this time, about fifteen young men were involved.!2 These men
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onducted house-to-house visits and discovered that people were unaware of

¢ impending rent increase. In their discu.ssxons, many other 1ssucfs camctlslik:.

©The activists were sometimes greeted with su§p1c1on and taken for tsg sis,
d on the other hand sometimes welcomed with tea ot coffee. T.h.e actmst‘s

ecame convinced that the time was ripe for the formation of a civic organi-
A 13

anTo;llt;ir style was apparently not confrontational. The house-to-house cam-

paign “even stretched to the houses of ordinary policemen, who took the issue
- ..
§soh:ly as a rent problem and merely as a civic

matter”14 The activists met fre-

quently to evaluate the progress of the campaign and to pla}n the fnfext sjcagea.‘
The core group had grown to about thirty people, ;md the 1dcafo ormu;;t;m
residents organization took more concrete shape. But.most o u; were o
young, and then older people would be reluctant to get 11.1volv?:1, ecaduse.d <
youth had the image of being radical”® In further discussions, *ic was ec;1 .ch
that the organisation would need a mature experienced leadcrshlp,alw 13

would be elderly people'¢ Among the people approached were a local trade

. unionist, Joe Makgothlo, who was in his forties, Lettie Nzima, a mifidlc-agt;d
. woman who was active in church-based social work, and Frank Chikane, the

f the Apostolic Faith Mission. .
Pas’i‘(;:ec;aunch (I:f the civic took place in February 1981, in a venue madclavaﬂ(i
able by the Catholic Church in Kagiso I. As it happcned,. the residents e ect:;
the executive committee from among the people who delivered spc:e;hels1 'atl e
meeting. Makgothlo was elected chair, and Tke Genu, a Worker in C;s a‘ce;T
twenties who was active in Chikane’s youth club, became vice-chair. thne o
the youth activists, George Moiloa, found hims;lf elected secrc“tary, raf ert;o
his surprise. The meeting was charactcri.zed bya joyous mood: “It was for oef
very, very first time, the people of Kagiso felt and en)’?l};ed an experience
organisation which they themselves set up a1.1d n?.m.cd. _

The same sense of embarking on a historic mission permeates the pream

ble to KRO’s constitution:

We the Residents of Kagiso, having noted over years:

That there was no Leadership In Kagiso of the peo?le by the pcoPlc for the
people except government created institutions or bodies to further its oppres-
* sive and exploitative machinery; o

That th?s community of Kagiso, like any other black cc.)mr.nu.mty in So'uth
Africa, has been and 1s brutally subjected to the inhuman, dlscrm?matory unjust
laws of the white racist regime and forcefully deprived of any say in the enacting
and execution of the said laws; ' .

That thus most of the residents have no houses, and some denied the right

to. Many are unemployed, resulting in poverty stricken families and persons in

the Land of Gold;
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That further noting that our children are forced to go through an unaccept-
able form of education;

therefore RESOLVE to found the Kagiso Residents Organisation based on
the following Constitution. '8

The day after the launch of KRO the Kagiso council decided on the immedi-
ate suspension of the rent increase. With the most pressing issue apparently
solved, many inhabitants lost interest. Subsequent mass meetings were not
well attended. “It appeared people felt there was nothing to worry about any-
more. It also appeared like people felt that the committee was elected and had
to do everything for the people’?’

The fledgling civic went through a lull until the rent increases were rein-
troduced in August 1981. Organization building was to prove a slow process,
with many ups and downs. In spite of the varying fortunes of KRO, there was
a remarkable continuity in the civic leadership. Although several new people
were co-opted to the executive in subsequent years, no new elections were
held until the end of the decade.?° This continuity allowed for an accumula-
tion of organizational experience, but at the same time may have impeded the
development of new local leadership. When the executive was detained, there
was no second-layer leadership to take over.

Although several older townships residents were to play leading roles dur-
ing the 1980s, the inception of the civic association in Kagiso was the work
of the Soweto generation. “In each and every township, there existed a core of
youth which remained deeply politically motivated” Whereas before 1976
friendships developed around football and “other frivolities.” now youth was
brought together by the desire to come to grips with the issues of “real life,”
noted a group of students—themselves part of the 1976 student generation—
in their oral history paper on the Kagiso civic.2! Around 1980, there were at
least three politically motivated youth groups: the Young Christian Workers
(YCW), the Interdenominational Youth Christian Club (IYCC), and the Con-
gress of South African Students (COSAS).

Membership was to some extent overlapping, but before the formation of
KRO there was no intensive contact between the three groups. Nevertheless,
there were obvious common strands in youth consciousness: a religious inspi-
ration, drawing on Christian values but frequently combined with distrust of
the established churches; a legacy of Black Consciousness (BC), which could
coexist with adherence to Charterist principles; strong anticapitalist senti-
ments and a belief in socialist and communal values; the strong conviction that
they were fighting for a just cause; and a sense of mission to work toward of
a new, egalitarian society. All these elements are eloquently expressed in poetic
form in the diary of one of the graduates of the Soweto revolt, Lawrence
Ntlokoa, who was to play a key role in civic life in Kagiso.
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ent and former high school s

nun, Sister Mary Bernard Ncube, W/

Kagiso, became president o : .
gRA\%I) an affiliate of the UDF. Frank Chikane became vice-president of the

U'DF Transvaal region. Several Kagiso actr
directly or through their famil
trade unionist, as were several o
ple who became leading civic activists?

Two Christian institutions played a pivo
organization as well as in stimulating youth
Sister Mary Bernard Ncube, a s
energy and a natural authority,.
vent in Kagiso I provided meeting
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The Kagiso civic could draw on a wider range of experience than just cur-

tudents and young workers. Several local leac’l-
developed links with national political organizations. A 1'10man Catholic
ho was closely involved with youth groups

£ the Federation of Transvaal Women (FED-

ivists had links with the ANC, either
y background. The KRO chair was an active
ther civic activists. What motivated the peo-

Religious Leadership

tal role in promoting community
involvement in community affairs.
hort, middle-aged nun who exuded unfailing
and her small congregation of nuns in a con-
facilities and a network of contacts outside

the township.*>
Sister Bernard was arrested in March 1983 and later sentenced to twelve

months for possession of banned literature. Aglong the. publications t;ci)und in
her possession was a photograph of ANC premdcr.lt 'Ohver Tambo and a gop};
of an article in the ANC magazine Sechaba contaimung a speech by Tarr? o.h
Among other documents later confiscated and prod}lced by the state in the
KRO trial was a letter to her from Nelson Mandela in Poll§moor Prison. In
the course of the 1980s, she was detained repeatedly, including three months
spent in solitary confinement due to terms of th'e 1986 State of Emerg.cnc.y.
When Sister Bernard was banned from Kagiso in 1987, she went to live n
Soweto and took up employment with the Institute of Contextual Theology
i urg.
" ]ggznont?cti cl%urch—bascd center of inspiration and resources was the Apos-

tolic Faith Mission of pastor Frank Chikane, who was appreciated by youth

activists as “a very powerful person” In his autobiography, Chikane describes

how, at a young age, he became involved in the life of this church, (;Vh;fhhyvgz
marked by grassroots participation, mutual support nethorks, ax}l1 fa ;) s.th
form of spirituality. In Chikane’s view, the spirituality of his church fitted w1 W
the African world view. In both, there was no conception o.f a gual%stlc v’vor <
of the spiritual that was different from the world of .thc soqal. Afncaps Gtoz1 .
life experiences were understood and intcrprc?ted in relation to .thex'r. 0 d
God was not a spectator in the war that was raging betw.een the evil spx.rlttsl;nd_
the spirit of righteousncss—God, Chikane felt, must be involved. But in
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r. C. F. Beyers Naud¢ as secretary general of the Sogrh African Cm_mcil'oﬁ
Churches (SACC). In 1990, he was fully reinstated in the Apostolic Fait

! i -on' PR .
5Mlj:;though they represented different church traditions and. Shffergmt gen—f
erations, there are marked similarities in the religious apd political visions :u
 Sister Bernard Ncube and Frank Chikane. Both were influenced by the ih
" of Latin American theologians to take sides in the “struggles berween the
forces of righteousncss (light) and unrighteousness (fiarkr'{css) to be able t;)
develop an authentic theology. . . . To be part of the liberating work of God,
you have no choice other than to take sides with the poor, the downtrodden
and the weak??® ' o '
For Sister Bernard as well as Frank Chikane, both capitalism and apartheid

belonged to the forces of unrighteousness. In his autobiog.raphyé Ch1kanef
counterposed “those who Jlive at the expense of the blo.od, hfc an i{ve:lt of
others” to the “classless society which could b.e compaub}c with th; é ed 5O
the Kingdom [of God]?% This egalitarian vision of the Km'gﬁiom of Go was
shared by some influential young activists for whom rehglou's mspn'atslort
remained important in spite of their scorn for the ch.ur.ch establishment. C\li—
eral found an organizational home in the Young Christian Workcrs, a remar
able international movement that produced a synthesis of Christianity,

Marxism, and militant social action.

sight, he saw a basic problem in the church’s acceptance of the sociopolitical
status quo in South Africa. He realized that “whereas this grassroots form of
holistic spirituality addressed our spiritual and social needs, it did not address
the source of this country’s social abnormalities. It was more of a survival strat-
egy of the victims of society than a strategy to end victimisation* According
to Chikane, the missing link in his church was “a direct confrontation with the
forces of evil within this struggle between evil and goodness in the world” The
task that Chikane now saw before him was to reappropriate the Bible and to 3
oppose the use of Christianity for the legitimation of evil systems.?® He started
work in Kagiso barely a week or so before 16 June 1976, beginning his minis
tering in an intensified conflict situation. In the months after 16 June, Chikane |
helped to trace members of the community who had suddenly disappeared.
He was detained in June 1977, badly assaulted for six weeks, and released only
in January 1978.
Following Chikane’s arrival in Kagiso, several social and youth projects had
been set up around his congregation. The Interdenominational Youth Chris-
tian Club (IYCC), combining evangelical work with social projects, proved a
training ground in leadership and organizing skills for numerous young men
and women in Kagiso. Ike Genu, one of the young congregation members
and later vice-chair of KRO, recalled his first encounter with what later became
known as liberation theology: “Frank then began preaching this new philos-
ophy and that was what made us aware”26 Genu became chief deacon in the
parish and stayed with his family in the mission house. The driving force
behind the social project, known as the Kagiso Self Help Scheme, was a
middle-aged woman, Lettie Nzima, who in 1981 became one of the members
of the KRO executive. The church premises became the focus of police atten-
tion, while the church establishment warned Chikane against involvement in
politics. Because of this pressure from his church, he declined the request to
become chair of the civic organization in Kagiso. In an informal capacity, how-
ever, he participated in the formation of KRO. Subsequently, in August 1981,
Chikane was provisionally suspended by his church. The family was evicted
from the church premises and moved to Soweto. After another spell in deten-
tion, Chikane went to work with the Institute for Contextual Theology in
Johannesburg. Freed from the constraints of the church, in which he could no
longer be a pastor although he remained an active member, he became vice-
chair of the Soweto Civic Association. From 1983 to 1985 he was vice-president
of the UDF Transvaal region. As one of the accused in the Pietermaritzburg
Treason Trial, he was out of circulation for most of 1985, but he nevertheless
played a key role in initiating the Kairos document, which stated that the seed
of a “prophetic theology” had been sown and which demanded that Christians
participate in the liberation struggie.?” In 1987, Frank Chikane succeeded

The Youny Christian Workers

Unlike COSAS or BC-inspired youth groups, the Young (Phrmnan qukcrs
(YCW) rarely made the headlines. The movement .cml_)hasmcd orgar}lmlzmhgi a;
the grassroots level and was rather scornful of organizations that soug 1; a tg
public profile, such as the UDE. YCW never became 2 UDF affiliate. But by s
youth organization deserves more attention than it has thus far rclcelve mf
newspapers and history books, because it has produced a remarkable crop 0

highly motivated and talented activists. After their years w1‘th. YCW, manzf
moved into leading roles in the trade union movement, the civic mox{em.en )
or. to a lesser extent, the UDF itsclf. 30 YCW was an urban-based orgamzago:k.1
T}’xcre were no traces of YCW in the Northern Transvaal BantusFans, bu:) o} !
in the Johannesburg arca and in the Western .Cjape. a substantial m&im Yecr: ‘;)V
interviewees traced the beginnings of their political 1r.1v01vcmcnt 'fo € .
Several leading activists in Kagiso had a l?ackgrqupd in the YCW;:fsorr:ie camt}c1
to represent the «workerist opposition” in the cvic. YCW also offere KO; "
the opportunity to keep in touch with other townships and to exchang

; 3
experiences. o o .
PThe Young Christian Workers organization owes its existence to a Flemish
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priest—later cardinal —Jozef Cardijn (1882-1967), who in the 1920s began ;

organizing young workers in the industrial town of Laken in Belgium. After
World War II, in which Cardijn was imprisoned in a German concentration

camp, the organization grew into an international movement, the Young

Christian Workers.3? In South Africa, YCW was introduced by Eric Tyacke
who in 1970 was also instrumental in the formation of the Urban Training

Project, a service organization for African trade unionists. In the 19sos and J
1960s, YCW was a broad, church-based movement, but in the 1970s, YCW 1

became more specifically involved in workers’ issues, such as advising on
workers’ rights and addressing the problems of young domestic workers.
Although the links with the Catholic Church offered some protection, the
YCW leadership jealously guarded the autonomy of the movement against the
church establishment. The image YCW sought to portray was that of worker

militancy rather than religion. Many YCW members were in fact unaware of

its links with the Catholic Church, but a militant Christianity remained a
source of inspiration. As Lawrence Ntlokoa told his police interrogators, YCW
stood for the theology of liberation rather than for chanismatic Christianity.®?

Indeed, the 1975 Declaration of Principles of YCW expresses strong anti-
capitalist sentiments and pledges “to bring about complete change, a new
organization of the structures of society in the cultural, social, political and
cconomic fields. A society that will ensure the complete fulfillment of man as
a HUMAN being, 1.. a classless society”®* In this struggle for a better world,
YCW projected 1itself in a vanguard role, aspiring to be a living example of
what this new society ought to be like. Lawrence Ntlokoa, who as a nineteen-
year-old was appointed YCW organizer for the Transvaal in November 1976,
claims that he was told in lus training course that the YCW 1n South Africa
strove to bring about change by means of revolution, “but under the condi-
tion that the proposed change in South Africa must be obtained by the work-
ing class and not by a so-called bourgeos system. . . . To achieve this political
aim under Black Majority rule and to retaliate against mulitary action by the
government, the YCW, the trade unions and the Roman Catholic Church, to
a certain exten(t], will accept the support of armed forces irrespective of their
onigin and ideologies, from outside South Africa”3> A YCW chaplain showed
him how to tune in to the ANC’s Radio Freedom. During YCW seminars
youth learned about the history of the banned liberation movements. Ntlokoa
was told that the ANC and YCW shared the vision of a classless society, for
which Tanzania stood as a model.

After his conviction for public violence on charges of stoning a bus and set-
ting afire a delivery van of the Afrikaans newspaper Rapport, Ntlokoa became
thoroughly disillusioned with YCW. During his spell in detention he received
no salary and no other support, as YCW policy did not condone the use of

_ ning order, :
in touch with several leading activists, an
< of the facilities of the IYCC. During most .
© on various convictions for violations of his banning or

 his banning order in 1983, he became

institutions, but his political ideal
i ity and socialism,
Rereading the Bible durin

of the poor, the oppr

the liberation struggle’
: diary, written in Kagiso in 1985,
tinued to inspire Ntlokoa’s world view, even after he ha
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.olence. The Roman Catholic hierarchy most likely fostered a different vision
f the Kingdom of God and of the road leadi_ng

Detention was followed by a banning order, which
¥ i in South Africa. Due t
on of being the youngest banned person 11 S0W

s but he was
Ntlokoa could not openly participate in CIViC aCHVIEES, D
ver st d Frank Chikane allowed him the use

of 1981 and 1982, he was in prison
der. After the lifting of
secretary of the Kagiso civic.

“oligarchy” and skeptical about chu‘rch
s remained inspired by a mix of Christian-
as is evident from his diary and from a letter written in.r980.
g the long months of his banning order, he discov-
ered that “Salvation history is totally on the side, objectively and. subje
essed. . . . Faith then, brings with it new dimensions of
»36 The following fragments from Lawrence Ntlokoa’s
illustrate how Christianity and socialism con-
d left YCW.%”

Ntlokoa was bitter about the YC

Goodbye 1984

Just the year before you

I was a banned man

The newspapers said I was

The youngest banned i S.A.

1 was banned because 1 believed
I believed in goodness

1 believed in the Bible

And I was a Christian

1984 let me tell you about

the self of mine

So the Rastas say

They spent no trial six months

At a prison called the Fort

and guys nside call it No. Four

A prison I once visited

1 also visited Groentpunt

And Leeukop Maximum

And also a prison m Benom

They call it Modder Bee

I don’t know what Modder means

toward this destination.
gave Ntlokoa the distinc-
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It sounds like Afrikaans to me
L also saw the eyes of the church
the good I praise

the evil I criticise

I reserve my soft words

for the workers

the working class

also for beggars

who are the slaves of misery
while prices mount up

like waves of the sea

ah—each wave stronger

Who among us can fight waves
except Jesus Christ the only begotten
Christ the friend of the workers

who died for their cause

who was tortured 1n detention

and died mn pamn

hanged on the wooden cross

who once said to his comrades and the masses
“do you suppose that I am here

to bring peace on this earth

No, I tell you.

But rather dissension

why do people pretend to be godly
when they are filthy mside

only the sharks survive the waves
there 1s no peace

and never can be peace

without change

without revolution

but he was sold out

by a sell-out—Judas

most of the people really did hear what the
preacher man was saying

the brother said

“Beyond Our Wildest Dren:

wh, God Is on Our Side”

“God blesses only those who suffer
ho suffer with resignation”

f the brother saw

Chuldren eating leftover food
sometimes rotten

wen by a corrupt system

which creates hunger

he would stop talking about resignation
and rebel

rebellion comes from bitterness
but the brother 1s too fat

and a shark

to can care about people mn hunger
how can he say that

Not even a cent

it 1s not backwardness

or the colour of a man’s skin

that causes poverty

1t 1s capitahsm

Unity of struggle

of the two opposites

the oppressed on the one hand
the oppressor man

the class contradiction between
workers and capitalists

capitahism exploit workers

and workers are exploited by capitalists
a fusion

an dlusion

remake the world

too many people are sad

too little people have everything

too many people have nothing

Let’s bring it night

ler’s make the conditions necessary for free
and democratic South Africa
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when the colour
black or white
means nothing more than the colour of a man’s eyes

L ions would then be evaluated and, if necessary, followed up. As people

ed more confidence, they moved on to tackle bigger issues. But this step-
step approach was rather out of tune with the spirit of immediacy in the
d-1080s. YCW activists were generally critical of consumer boycotts of
ite-owned shops, since they usually lacked clearly defined goals, were
orced in an undemocratic way, and could result in the loss of jobs. In many
es, shopkeepers 1 the townships took advantage of the boycott to raise
ir prices. One activist commented on how YCW was somewhat out of step:

From the Diary of Lawrence Ntlokoa, Kagiso, 1985

Ntlokoa dropped out of school in the sixth standard, or grade, but he
always been an avid reader, and he continued his education by corresponden
courses. From his YCW experience he kept an analytical approach, an inter
in revolutionary theory, and an awareness of sociopolitical struggles in o
parts of the world. Among the publications that the police confiscated in 19
when he was charged with the possession of banned literature, were many arti
cles on the Sandinistas in Nicaragua. At the time of the formation of KRO,
Ntlokoa had broken off contact with YCW. But YCW was to provide ano ;
core .of young activists who played a leading part in civic activities in Kagiso.

Like the Federation of South African Trade Unions (FOSATU), YC :
decided against affiliation with the UDE. A position paper stressed thc,role of
YCW as an autonomous orgamzation of working-class youth that should not
engage 11 joint action “with non-class based organisations as this can cause
problems during actions and regarding the aims and direction of actions 38
The paper objected to the UDF’s formula of representation, in which large
trade unions would not carry more weight than a service center employing just
a few people. “YCW wanted to keep its prophetic mission, it did not want to
be swallowed in this broad movement”® With its emphasis on buildin
strong working-class organizations with proper channels of accountabilityg
YCW was‘bound to be suspicious of the UDF’s tactics. From its “Workcrist’;
pos'mon, it criticized the populist politics of both the UDF and the civics
which tended to move from one protest campaign to the next without buildj
inga solid organizational infrastructure. There are valid points in these criti-
cisms, but the YCW’s puritanical clinging to its “class base” hampered its
effectiveness. In Kagiso, for example, YCW activists contributed significant}
tovyard the formation of a civic. But subsequently they left the fledgling civi}c,
to its own devices because YCW wanted to be “class based” whereas a civic
was a “populist” orgamization. ’

:fh.c YCW’s organizing method was to start from daily experiences in peo-
ple’s lives. Sr.nall groups would hold weekly meetings and discuss strategies for
change, beginning with very concrete actions. Factory workers would discuss
a strategy to get management to give overalls to the workers or to improve
safety conleions. High school students devised a way to approach the bus
company with a request to fit the bus schedule to the school hours. These

People were also romanticizing the armed struggle at that ime. There was this
mood that the serzure of power 1s imminent. YCW lost many people to MK. We
were told to stop analyzing and to come and fight, because liberation is around
the corner. People got impatent with the YCWs method of analyzing and strate-
gizing. It was the ime of easy slogans. . ... Also, the 1nter-organizational nivalry
badly affected the YCW. In YCW were people both from UDF and from
AZAPO. YCW was preaching pohitical tolerance, but that went against the mood
of the time. Some YCW members 1n the Eastern Cape were almost killed by the
UDF because they did not want to side against AZAPOA

hus, although 1t had made a significant contribution to the development of
talented leadershup for trade unions, student organizations, and civics, in the
ay of the mid-1980s YCW was mcreasingly forced to the sidelines. Toward
¢ end of the decade, YCW membership stood at a low ebb. The unbanning
of the ANC caused a new discussion about YCW’s future. The 1991 YCW
national executive remained convinced that the organization still had a role to
play: “The YCW has to look beyond immediate political goals; you need to
fave a vision, a vision of a better society, the Kingdom of God>*1 YCW as
such was not among the main actors in the mid-1980s. The organization nev-
ertheless deserves to be taken into account in any assessment of this episode,
because of its importance as a training ground for youth leadership.

In Kagiso, YCW descrves mention in at least two capacities. Several lead-
ing activists had an YCW background, while a core of YCW activists came to
present the local variant of a “workerist opposition” in the heady months
of people’s power in 1985-86. The young man who introduced a group of
Kagiso youth to YCW was Bafana Seripe, who had been working for YCW in
the Cape. He became YCW organizer for the West Rand in 1981 and served as
YCW national president from 1982 to 1984. His audience was duly impressed.
“Most of us had much problems with Christianity, but the YCW was dealing
with our concrete problems. It dealt with issues like SRC’s, corporal punish-
ment, problems of unemployment, the importance of unionization, the dif-
ferent strands in unionism, like workerism and populism, with worker
problems like health and safety, long working hours and with community
issues like the corruption of town councillors*#2 Seripe’s YCW group then
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linked up with Frank Chikane’s IYCC and some AZAPO activists to condud
house-to-house visits to inform residents about the impending rent increas
and to prepare the ground for the formation of the civic.

Other c.ivic activists in Kagiso with a YCW background were the brother:
George, Tizza, and Busang Moiloa, and Serge Mokonyane. At the time, th
YCW group consisted mainly of young workers and unemployed youth’ no
high school students. George Moiloa, who in 1981 was elected secrcta;y &)
.K.RO, recalled a certain ambivalence in his YCW group toward his civic activ.
ities. “The emphasis was on workers’ action. People in the YCW would b
somewhat scornful of community work such as in KRO? The “heavy guys” o
the .YCW favored work floor action and regarded community work as ay“so
option.” Thcy were rather dismissive of all the campaigns, rallies, and com
memorations that tended to become an end in itself. “It was morc,noisc thi
substance, it did not change anything”*?

COSAS, ANC, and Trade Unions

Since they are much better known than YCW, the Congress of South African

Stud-ents (COSAS), the ANC, and the trade unions need less introduction

Ka'gl.so h.ad a fairly active COSAS branch in 1979-81. One of the COSAS.
activists in 1980 was Vusi Gqobi, who also served on the COSAS national
executive. He was in touch with Chikane’s IYCC, where he met Lawrence
Ntlokoa. In 1981, when Ntlokoa, thoroughly fed up with his banning order.
unemployment, and police harassment, wanted to flee the country, he conj
tacted Gqobi, who was a student leader of some stature. Gqobi ;rranged
transport to Swaziland for Ntlokoa, his girlfriend, their baby boy, and one
other young man. But Gqobi was apparently working as a police ;nformcr ]
The car was halted at a roadblock by policemen who knew all the details aboué -
1t§ occu}C)lantsM Ntlokoa landed in jail for 14 months for contravening his ban-
ning order. Meanwhile, Gqobi ski

by the ANC.in MOqZMbsil(;llil?;d the country but was subsequently
. This incident led to the breakdown of the COSAS branch in Kagiso. Later.
In 1984, the branch was reconstituted by a new crop of high school ac.tivists,
but it remained weak and ineffective. “There was too much harassment Wé
could. not have meetings, not in the schools and not in the churches énl

latc'r, in 1985—86, then it was possible to have meetings**® The abscncé of ar};
active QOSAS branch partly explains why Kagiso remained quiet in 198485

while riots spread through the Vaal and the East Rand townships.*6 Althou, h
the YCW branch in Kagiso seems to have produced only male activisz(t;s

through COSAS some young women became involved in civic matters Oné
of them was Nomvula Mkhize, who after having completed matric becar‘ne an
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ues. She emerged from this turbulent deca
outh African Communist Party (SACP), serving on

ership in 1991.

their own: “We began listening to Radio Free
ind of steal my father’s radio. Whe
anlock his cupboard and I would take
time he caught me. I told him that we
he was absolutely furious. Eig
member all along!

crystallized. George
crally considered BC organiz
ANC. The extent of ANC underground organization in Kagiso is difficult to
gauge. My interviews
that they had been working in the ANC all along. Ike Genu, the vice-chair of
KRO, mentioned himself and
ANC cell in Kagiso.*® He saw it as his responsibility to en
the ANC in township politics and to guard ag
UDF or the civic leadership as an alternative or
distributed banned ANC literature during civic meetings.

ship included some active unionists.
nizational experience in the F
worked as an overseer for South
was actively involved in the EBWU and in its umbrella organization CUSA
(Council of Unions of South Africa),
Unlike FOSATU, CUSA favored involvement of its union membership in
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th a strong interest in women’s
de as a dedicated member of the
the SACP Transvaat lead-

ive trade unionist and a civic activist wi

The ANC was virtually unmentionable in the early 1980s. George Moiloa

d his brothers never discussed politics at home but discovered the ANC on
dom around 1973. We used to

1 he came home after work, he would
the radio out and take it to school. One
were listening to Radio Freedom and
ht years later I found out that he been an ANC
»47

At the time of the formation of KRO, ideological loyalties were not clearly
and his friends worked with AZAPO members and gen-
ations to be allies rather than adversaries of the

were conducted in 199091, when many pcople claimed

Sister Bernard as members of an underground
sure the primacy of
ainst tendencies to build the
ganization. For example, he

Trade union organization was rather weak in Kagiso, but the civic leader-
KRO chair Joe Makgothlo acquired orga-

ood and Beverage Workers Union (FBWU). He
African Breweries (SAB) in Chamdor and

as well as in the Lutheran Church.

community issues. Makgothlo agreed with that position: “If I get a pay rise,
and the rent goes up, then I 'lose again. T am the same person on the factory
floor and in the township” He found that the organizing and negotiating skills
Jearned in his union activities were helpful in his civic work. Trade unions and
the Soweto Civic Association served as a model when members of the KRO
sat down to write a constitution for the civic.4?

Another active trade unionist in the KRO executive was Serge Mokonyane,
who lived in Munsieville and worked for an engineering company in Krugers-
dorp. He was a voluntary organizer for GAWU (General and Allied Workers
Union) before he became a full-time employed GAWU organizer in 1983. Not
only did the civic benefit from people with union experience; conversely, the
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unions could make use of civic channels. “The West Rand had a low level ;
traFle union organization. The civic saw 1t as significant to popularize
unions, to give workers advice, to distribute pamphlets with information of
various trade union offices. Kagiso became a GAWU stronghold ”50
With these various inputs, KRO could benefit from wide-ranging expe i
ences and organizational expertise. Leading activists were linked into an exte;
sive network of contacts with other organizations and other township
Sympathetic church leaders provided meeting facilities. The civic could dra ;
on the experience of older, respected township residents and on the energi

of highly motivated and articulate youth activists. It had the potential to,

become a broad-based organization.
KRO?’s First Phase, 19811983

Of the ten people who were elected to the executive of KRO in February 1981
only four or five actually took up their positions. Active mnvolvement in civi
matters meant taking risks, and the KRO leadership was acutely aware of this
When George Moiloa accepted his election as KRO secretary, he decided to
resign his job as distributor of the West Rand Sorghum Beer Board. He
expected to be victimized if he combined civic activism with work for a 'state

enterprise. Moiloa, who had completed high school in 1978, decided to look

for a factory job instead. But he remained unemployed for nearly a year, dur.
ing which he worked as a full-time activist. He then managed to get a,wcll
paid clerical job at Hoechst 1n the Chamdor Industrial Area, with prospects
for further improvement. But the police used to follow him around the plant

and he was detained several times until he lost his job because the management *
found the police presence embarrassing. Immediately after Moiloa was fired

the poh.ce came to fetch him and made it clear to him that he would never ﬁnci
a new job. He remained unemployed until 1983, when he was appointed

organizer for the Young Christian Workers.5!

Aftcr the suspension of the rent increase, the immediate cause for the for-
mation of KRO, many residents lost interest. It proved difficult to staff the
various subcommittees. The original plan for a signed-up, fee-paying mem-
bershlp', as outlined in the constitution, did not materialize. Initially, only the
Catholic Church and the Apostolic Faith Mission were willing t(; pro};ide
accommodation for meetings. Other churches refused because of objections
by the community councillors, some of whom were also church elders, and
out of fear for the security police. The KRO executive arranged a mccting,with
all thc. churches in Kagiso, explaining that “the churches do not belong to the
security police, but to the people.”®? But it was only after KRO approached
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South African Council of Churches in Johannesburg that churches in
oiso were made available for civic meetings.
Tnterest in the civic was revived when the council decided to reintroduce
rent increase in August 1981, and the bus company announced a raise in
es from 30 cents to 32 cents. Also at this time, the council decided to go
ead with the construction of a large hostel for migrant workers, a project
t had been planned back in 1976 but that remained unknown to the inhab-
ts of Kagiso until work on the building actually began. Not only KRO
t also the board of Leratong Hospital and a training center at Chamdor
otested against the erection of a 20 million Rand hostel that was to accom-
odate about six thousand men. The hostel, much larger than the existing
grant workers’ barracks in Kagiso I, was to be built between Leratong
ospital and Kagiso I1. The proposed hostel was branded “a danger to the
mmunity” and a threat to “the morals of the people 3
In a newspaper interview, Frank Chikane explained that the planned hostel

would “injure the morals” and break up family life in the township. Thousands

married men would be forced to live together in this huge complex. Hos-

tel dwellers, however, were portrayed not only as menaces but also as victims

of the system. “Hostel-dwellers are only human. They are forced to live in cir-

cumstances that force them to misbehave?” The site of the hostel caused fear
among student nurses at Leratong Hospital, who would have to pass it on
their way to work. Residents quoted in newspaper interviews were generally

of the opinion that hostels did not belong in townships altogether, in view
of the attacks by hostel dwellers on residents in several sections of Soweto after
the 1976 unrest.’*

KRO also linked the building of a unisex hostel to the perpetuation of the
migratory labor system and noted that, whereas the labor was required by
white industrialists, the black township was saddled with the social conse-
quences of the migrant labor system. Moreover, the township had a severe
shortage of housing, as was evident from the proliferating numbers of back-
yard shacks and the overcrowded houses, which parents had to share with
their married children. The solution proposed by KRO was to build the hos-
tel 1n a white residential area and to provide houses for township residents on
the proposed hostel site. The Kagiso council, which had initially approved
the hostel complex, now reversed 1tself and supported the demand to build
two thousand houses instead. The issues were discussed at a public meeting
attended by about a hundred residents. The council argued that the rent
increases for Kagiso and Munsieville were long overdue, for rents in other
West Rand townships had already been raised back in 1979.5%

KRO called a mass meeting at which those attending decided not to pay
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the rent increase. Instead, they would stage a boycott against the Greyho
bus company and would march to the West Rand Administration Board of
in order to see the mayor. The marchers were met by police wielding sjambao
and firing tear gas. Some violent incidents took place, such as stoning bus
and setting afire some buildings.>® The mayor refused to see the petitioner:
arguing that most of the marchers were children. After the march, three me
bers of the KRO executive were detained for over two weeks on accusatios
of holding an illegal meeting, but the charges were eventually dropped. Te
others, arrested on charges of public violence, were later acquitted.

The campaign was partially successful. The hostel project was not aban:
doned, but it was scaled down to a smaller size, and new housing projec
were undertaken. But the rent increase was implemented, although KR
made another attempt at stopping it by engaging a lawyer who argued that
measure was unlawful since it had not been officially announced, as legall
required. However, rents were simply announced in retrospect.5”

A new rent increase in 1982 brought a new protest meeting. This time,
two meetings organized by KRO, petitions circulated calling for the resign

tion of the council, the scrapping of the Community Council Act since “it was :
not approved and accepted by the Black people of Krugersdorp” and the
recognition of KRO as “our sole representative organisation established

according to a constitution made and accepted by the Black people of Krugers-

dorp?®® This was going one step beyond protests and petitions: now the civic
declared the council illegitimate since it was based on legislation in which

Africans had had no part. Thus, even before the formation of the UDFE, civics
linked local issues such as rents with the disenfranchisement of Africans.

Information on the relationship between KRO and the migrants in the hos- §
tels—a relevant matter, particularly in view of the events in 1990 —is rather
sketchy. Representatives of the older hostel in Kagiso I were invited to the 1981
meeting protesting the construction of a new hostel. According to Sister

Bernard, they joined residents in rejecting the new hostel.® George Moiloa
recalled several not very successful attempts to involve the hostel people in
civic matters. At one point, the civic tried to address hostel issues when hos-
tel dwellers approached the civic with a complaint about the lack of hot water.
“We were willing to look at their problems . . . but there was no follow up.
But we were already struggling with organizing the residents, that was our
first priority. It was a difficult time, people were scared, it was very depressive.
- . Hostels fell outside the scope of KRO; squatters mostly, t00.°60

The inmates in the hostels were not affected by rent increases in the town-
ships, since their fees were set under different regulations. Backyard tenants,
living in shacks in the backyards of township houses, would be indirectly
affected, as the landlords would generally pass on any increase in rents and
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ce charges to their tenants. However, tenants were i.n a rr?ore vu.lncrable
ssition that did not allow for collective action. Township remdepts in coun-
houses could diminish their individual vulnerabi}ity by engaging in a coﬁ
five rent boycott, but backyard tenants could not link forces agd were afrél
£ eviction in a time of acute housing shortages. Another. raise in service
harges came in 1983, but KRO succeeded in getring the increase 1211 x;ffis
educed by petitioning the minister of cooperation a.md devclogmcntf. s
s the year of constitutional reform, with a concomitant relaxation of repres
on in the colored and Indian communities, the main targets of the govern-
ent’s co-option strategy. For Kagiso, however, 1983 was a year of fee.xr. .
In March, Sister Bernard, Lettie Nzima, and I.ke Genu were dctam;l\?g
arges of possession of banned literature and, in the case of Genu, ©
embership. When other members of the executive were called as sta.;e wi
esses, the KRO leadership became divided on whether or not to give evi ence.
er consultations with a lawyer, chair Joe Makgothlo did give evxsicnce .but
ithout further incriminating Genu. George Moiloa and Lettie Nzima

refused to testify.®2 Moiloa was detained in August 1983, together with two

thers, on charges of furthering the aims of the ANC, charges that related to

the celebration of National Women’s Day in 1982. The state alleged that in the

ast this event had been commemorated by the .AN C Women’s League.
herefore, if the accused had now marked this occasion on the same date, they

were guilty of furthering the aims of the AN C. After a trial lasting more than

three months, all three were acquitted. o
In the case against Genu, the public prosecutor produced some T-shirts in

 green, yellow, and black with texts such as “Mayibuye” and “Back to God” and

a copy of the ANC magazine Mayibuye. One of the T-shirts sported the v.vords
“Viva Mandela? a text obviously puzzling to the court clerk, who noFed in 5}22
proceedings: “Mandela who is on Robben Island. ApParendy a pnsonc:x;1 i
The judge noted that Genu had no prcviogs convictions and 'that he aC
already spent over half a year as a remand prisoner, but he c'ons1dercd ?N .

membership a “very grave crime” Genu was sente.nce.d to eight years. bcsn-
mony in the court case against Genu appears to md?c:flte that. he badh CCE
openly propagating the ANC, bringing ANC ﬂags to civic meetings in churc

halls, pointing out the radio frequencies for Radio Freedom, and telling peo-

ple that KRO was fighting civic issues under the banner of the ANC.%

This harsh sentence, based solely on the use of AN C sy@bols, was more
severe than had been customary at that time. In the trial against Moiloa, the
state produced ANC publications that he claimcd.he had never scen bcforf:c.1
“They also brought in an ex-ANC fighter to testify in camera. Tt.us sce:ire
everybody to death. People were thinking that we were involved l:h urll G:g
ground activity”” He interpreted the court case as an attempt to take the
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leadership out of circulation and to warn residents not to associate with these
“terrorists” The political trials served their purpose. Many residents were thor-
oughly intimidated, and the civic leadership became weakened by internal
division. Suspicions had been sown by a seemingly arbitrary policy on the part §
of the public prosecutor as to which persons were issued with a subpoena to |
testify in the case against Genu. George Moiloa, although called as a state wit- §
ness, was not subpoenaed in the case against Genu. This had the usual effect §
of causing rumors and speculations: Why would the police have decided to |
leave Moiloa alone? Moiloa was critical of Genu’s “populist” style, which |
aimed at popularizing the ANC rather than building grassroots support for
the civic. “I did not want this very high political profile. People began to §
freak™%5 Shortly afterward, Moiloa left Kagiso where his “opting out” was not £
taken kindly by the remaining civic leadership. However, he did not drop out
of activism but, rather, chose to operate in a new environment: he went to
work as YCW organizer in Soweto.

By late 1983, KRO had seriously declined. Attempts to revive the civic pro-
duced no concrete results. “KRO had reached a state of exhaustion”®® The
lapse into inactivity can be partly explained by repression. An important part
of the leadership was removed from civic life by trials that dragged on for
months, while the Kagiso community was intimidated by the severe sentence
against Genu. It has also been argued that KRO had a weak structure, rely-
ing too much on single-issue campaigns rather than on organization build-
ing.%” Moiloa had a somewhat different assessment of KRO. In accordance
with YCW principles, he believed that concentrating on the concrete local
issues of everyday township life was the best strategy for building solid organ-
izations. But confidence in the benefits of collective action would grow only
only if it could be shown that the action produced concrete results. Deliver-
ing the goods generally required dealing with relevant authorities. He blamed
KRO’s relative ineffectiveness on the strong focus on protest and the lack of
negotiating skills. “KRO believed very much in protest action. You would
have meetings and blast the councillors as sellouts. . . . We limited ourselves
to protest, we got ourselves arrested, we scared people off, and we could not
deliver anything for fear of engaging in reformist action ”

This verdict seems overly harsh: KRO was not adverse to dealing with
authorities. On several occasions its campaigns were at least partially success-
ful. KRO’s leadership was not out of touch with residents who preferred non-
confrontational tactics over radical posturing. Hlustrative of this is the fact that
KRO only called for a boycott of the rent increase; residents continued to pay
the original amount of rent. In the insurgent atmosphere of the mid-1980s,
many civics, including KRO, went through a process of rapid radicalization.
But before radicalization set in, from 1983 until 1985 KRO first went through
a phase of decline and revival.

KRO’s Decline and Revival: 19831985

| For South Africa, 1984 was marked by the introduction of the tricameral par-
liament, the successful election boycott spearheaded by the UDF, and, begin-
ning in September, the eruption of township revolt m the V:.aal Triangle. But
in Kagiso not much happened. In late 1983, KRO affiliated w.1th the UI?F but
did not take an active part in UDF campaigns. Another rent increase fal!ed. to
galvanize protest. The Kagiso civic had now joined forces w1tk} the Munsxc\{ﬂlc
Development Committee. Renamed as the Krugersdorp Re§1dcnts Org;lmls;'l-
tion (KRO), it represented both the Krugersdorp townsh}ps. I.Jp. gntll. this
time, the committee in Munsieville had been fairly ineffective, limiting itself
to the occasional organization of charities or assistanc.e with. fune'rgls. Nev§r-
theless, some important changes occurred in this perlc.)d. gf inactivity. Begin-
ning in 1985, youth became more prominent in civic activities, while KRO also
experienced a partial change in leadership. .
Lawrence Ntlokoa’s banning order was lifted in July 1983. The severe terms
of this order, which forbade him from receiving visitors without prior per-
mission, had precluded any active involvement in civic matters. Unable to find
ajob, he completed his high school studies through a correspondence course.
In December 1983 he was attacked and stabbed by a group of balacla\{a-c.lad
men. During a three-week stay in the hospital he did some hard.th.mkmg
about the next phase of his life. He first wanted to geta ]ob: He did indeed
manage to find a position as stock-controller with Hoechst in the Qhamdor
industrial area and joined the Chemical Workers’ Union, later becoming §hop
steward. In June 1984 he was co-opted to the executive of KRO and appomFed
secretary of the civic. In the somewhat milder politica.l c.limatc of 1984, having
a regular job and holding a leading position in a civic were gpparcntly no
longer incompatible, as they had been in the days of Gcorgt.: Moiloa. Ike Genu
was acquitted on appeal and returned from Robben Island in August 1984.. He
resumed his position as vice-chair of KRO. . ’
Ntlokoa, now in his late twenties, embarked on an evaluation of KRO s
performance with the use of methods learned in his days in YCW. Wh%le the
civic was still trying to get on its feet, the townships of the Vaa.l Triangle
erupted in a violent conflagration of rent protests, aﬁack§ on councﬂlors? @d
police repression. “We were then drawn into events, like the other civics.
There was no time for a thorough reorganization”®® In support of the Vaal
townships, KRO launched a consumer boycott agai.nst white busmcssc.:s. It
was a purely local boycott, not linked to similar initiatives elsewhere, and it fell
flat because of poor organization. Later that year, an attempt to boycott Grey-
hound buses in protest against a rise in fares also falled.f/'0 The twojday. stay-
away in November of that year, also called in protest against repression in the
Vaal townships, was equally ineffective in Kagiso.
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Strategy and tactics receded to the background when KRO became caught
up in unfolding events. But the strategy document drawn up by Lawrence
Ntlokoa in late 1984 still makes interesting reading. Under Lenin’s adage
“without a revolutionary theory there can be no revolution;” he criticized the
absence of social cohesiveness and the lack of political education.”! Civic
activists, claimed Ntlokoa, met only at meetings. They did not attempt to
involve their families or friends, and they had no other joint activities, which
the author blamed on bad ways, womanizing, excessive drunkenness, nega-
tive attitudes, and bad company, among others: “It is because some people
(activists) are not wholly revolutionary are opportunists who are in struggle
for what they can get out of it, e.g. information (to be passed on to the enemy)
popularity that the individual gains and material gains. That is why they don’t
try to conscientize those close to them?” After this rather stern moral judgment
on his fellow activists, Ntlokoa lamented the lack of political education, result-
ing in spontaneous action without proper organizational foundations and
without a clear sense of direction. This amounted to taking “advantage of
spontaneity without sowing the seeds, so the struggle can be a class-conscious
struggle. Now that things are happening in Vaal, East Rand, Evaton and other
places we feel left out and without proper planning we want to jump the
wagon.” He pointed to the absence of an organized fee-paying membership.
KRO was based on the assumption that every resident in Kagiso was a mem-
ber and that anyone attending meetings was an activist. This resulted in loose
structures and lack of funds to finance further activities. “There is no political
hegemony and coherence. The organization since its launching has been work-
ing loosely. There was no political education of the activists at all, let alone of
the masses” Building a “community of activists” required more social activi-
ties and also a more service-oriented approach—for example, by setting up a
burial society and a food cooperative that could provide low-priced groceries
because of bulk-buying. Ntlokoa aspired to build a “political community” in
Kagiso, rather than an issue-oriented civic with limited goals. In spite of the
revolutionary headline, the focus was on organization building rather than on
confrontation.

In spite of these discussions on how to reorganize the civic and how to
widen its base and its scope, not much happened. Another analysis of KRO,
presented at a committee meeting in May 1985, again noted that KRO had
“the potential of becoming an effective organisation?” but that it was hampered
by limited participation and inadequate communication “with the masses?
“We tend to talk too much ar meetings but our talking never produces any
action and deeds>”?

Meanwhile, KRO was apparently sufficiently revamped to engage in a suc-
cessful battle on familiar terrain: a rent issue. In March 1985, residents had
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6. Silkscreened poster in black and yellow produced by KRO Ad-
Hoc Committee, Johannesburg, 1985. Courtesy South African
History Archive (SAHA); from Images of Defiance: South Aﬁfz:mn
Resistance Posters of the 1980’/ Poster Book Collective, South African
History Avchive. Johannesburg: Raven Press, 1991.

received notices from the council claiming rent arrears ranging from 22.50 to
900 Rand, in some cases dating back to 1081. No explanations Wfre offered.
Instead, mayor Edward Moeketsi had added a message that r.ead: Th@k you
for your loyal support of my council and for keeping Kaglsq calm in these
troubled times””3 Two mass mectings, organized by KRO in Kagiso and
Munsieville, were attended by about two thousand people. At these meetings,
it was resolved that a KRO delegation should meet the town clerk to dcmanfi
an explanation for these arrears, since many residents could produce their




78 “Beyond Our Wildest Dyeawms”

receipts of rent paid since 1981. It was also resolved that until the matter was
solved satisfactorily, residents should pay only their normal rents. Those
attending the meetings also called on the town councillors to resign.”* One
resident raised the question whether KRO could meet with the council, but
this apparently was not a cause for much debate. The minutes simply state that
“it was explained that it is possible””> A KRO delegation met town clerk B. J.
Vorster, who explained that a mistake had been made with a change in admin-
istration. It was all blamed on the computer. All arrears accumulated before
July 1984, the date on which the Kagiso council became a local authority under
the new system of local government, were written off.”%

The call for the councillors to resign had been made repeatedly in previ-
ous months, with KRO warning that it would call for a boycott of shops
owned by town councillors if they did not heed the call to step down. Mayor
Mocketsi had retorted that “for the sake of peace in the township” KRO
should “not try to emulate what our contemporaries in other areas are doing”
He gave a curious justification for wanting to serve on the town council: “We
are equally involved in the struggle. Even scavengers play a significant role in
the struggle because without their help, diseases could spread”””

Although KRO successfully intervened in the rent dispute, this action did
not lead to a revival of sustained civic activities. In the same period, a housing
seminar had to be canceled due to lack of attendance.”® A transportation dis-
pute, which arose in early 1085, was resolved between the Kagiso Taxi Associ-
ation and the town council, apparently without intervention by KRO. The
Greyhound Bus Company, which ran intertown bus lines on the West Rand,
had introduced a new system of minibuses that operated in the township and
between Kagiso and Krugersdorp, charging five cents less than the local Black

Taxis. The Kagiso Taxi Association, representing about eighty taxi owners, was
angry about the perceived unfair competition that threatened to put local
enterprise out of business. The council, which had not been informed by
Greyhound about the new minibus service, sided with the taxi owners.” The
taxi owners obviously saw no need to turn to KRO, since they were assured
of a sympathetic hearing by the council. It was common for town council-
lors to have an interest in the Black Taxi business, either through direct own-
ership or through front men.

Nor was KRO involved in a limited rent protest in Riverside, an elite hous-
ing section in Kagiso, where residents protested against high rentals of over
1oo Rand for poorly built houses. The Kagiso town clerk admitted that houses
in Riverside were expensive, but added that nobody was forced to live there.3?
The localized protest action by these relatively well-off residents was appar-
ently conducted without involvement from KRO.
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One long-standing issue, the threatened demolition of Munsievil%c tq makc
way for an extension of Krugersdorp, seemed resolved when Gerrit Viljoen,
minister of cooperation, development and educatiorzl, stated that no commu-
nity would be moved by force. The Kagiso Council warmly wclcqmc?d the
announcement, which cleared the way for the upgrading of Muqsmyﬂlc. I.t
also meant that land in Kagiso, which had been set aside for Munsm@e resi-
dents, could now be allocated to private developers for a new .housmg divi-
sion.3! KRO, however, remained suspicious of the suspension of forced
removals.82 They had good reason: the demolition of Munsieville would be
contemplated again in 1986.

The Role of Women

Meanwhile, KRO made new but largely unsuccessful attempts to broaden
itself from a single-issue organization to other sphercs. of towns.hjp life. In Feb-
ruary 1985, KRO held a special “Mothers Mass Mecting” to dlscuss’ problems
of pensioners and “specific mothers’ issues at house, community and at
work 783 But attendance was poor. At a subsequent meeting, the KRO exec-
ative resolved that 2 women’s organization needed to be formed to.cstabhsh
cooperation with the Federation of Transvaal Worpen. It was decided that
«Gister Bernard should co-opt some women.”8* It is noteworthy th.at KRO
chose to address its potential female constituency as “mothers,” which indi-
cated limitations both to the range of women addressed and to the scope of
envisaged activities. In Kagiso as elsewhere, women’s issues were frequently
marginal to the civic’s central concerns. . o -
The young men who laid the foundations of KRO “did not consciously
think about involving women? They reasoned that the “mass consultation
process was done at night. It was thought that only men would be able to
move around the township at night % After the formation of KRQ, women
did play a role, with Sister Bernard and Lettie Nmma,. both mlqdlc-ggcd
women, being the main exponents. Prominent women like Albertina Sisulu
and Amanda Kwadi were invited to address civic meetings, and KRO also par’-
ticipated in the commemoration of Women’s Day on ¢ August. But women's
involvement remained problematic. Women were relucta_tnt to assert 'f‘ha.r
position; men generally believed that a worntarfs plgcc. Waf’m the home. “Ini-
tially, women were unable to participate in CiViC activities, r.ecallcd Nomvula
Mkhize later. “One reason was the insecurity of the streets at mgh's. But anoth.er
reason was that men would not allow their wives to be involve(’i in thes:sicuv-
ities. It was a general thing; no attention was given to WOMCILS 1SSUES. S'h.e
herself became involved in politics through COSAS and church youth activi-
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ties. But not many young women took an interest in politics. MKkhize’s inter:
est in politics was raised because she used to hang around with the boys on het

street. She commented further on the complications women faced:

There was the combined problem of age domination and gender domination:
as a young girl you could not raise issues like sexual abuse, women’s problems,
female unemployment etc. Men usually did not take these issues seriously. For
instance, if the husband dies, then the house—the ownership or the rent con-
tract—goes to the oldest son, not to the wife. Women are in a dependent posi-
tion. There are also the problems with health care. There are no proper clinics in
Kagiso. The clinics that are there focus mainly on contraception. That is very
humiliating for women, because if you are seen going to such a clinic, the men

will point at you and say, hah, she is taking contraceptives, she must be having
a boyfriend.

The women’s group in Kagiso, formed in 1084, later became a branch of
FEDTRAW (Federation of Transvaal Women). But even in 1984 “it was still
very difficult to get women to come to meetings, because the men left many
responsibilitics to the women, household work, looking after children. They
thought that women should stay at home; even men who were themselves _
political activists would take that position. Because it would have conse-

quences for themselves, they would have to share in household work. Taking |
women’s issues seriously is very threatening for men”8” Nomvula Mkhize
came to represent the women’s organization in KRO, where she tried without

much success to get women’s issues on the agenda.

The problems encountered in Kagiso were fairly typical of women’s organ-
1zations in the Transvaal townships, as is evident from a report on a workshop
held in 1984 by the Federation of South African Women (FEDSAW), which
was also attended by representatives from Kagiso.®8 The various women’s
groups described how they organized women around everyday concerns: high
prices, high rents, low wages for women workers, child care, a bulk-buying
scheme to provide cheaper groceries to members, mutual aid schemes, day-
care centers. These were low-threshold concerns likely to engage ordinary
women. Politics and matters specifically relating to the oppression of women,
such as rape and other forms of sexual violence, proved more difficult. The
Soweto group reported that many grassroots women were apprehensive of

joining because of the high political profile of the group. Elsewhere, women
had even accused the organizers of “hijacking them into politics.” Other mem-
bers had become “confused” about women’s organizations after reading about

the “women’s liberation” movements in England and the United States.

The participants discussed extensively why women, although active in trade
unions, student organizations, and civics, rarely got elected to leadership posi-
tions. This problem was blamed not only on men who believed that women
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w , oL .
omen’s organization in Kagiso grew to about two hundred members in

1985~86. Members tended to see their organization as a discussion group fo

moth.crs’ problems, such as undisciplined children, juvenile delinquency, and,
housu}g problems. Funds were raised by selling secondhand clothes. N’Icma
bers did not see their group as a lobby to put women’s affairs on the agenda

of the civic, for “they were dealing with separate issues”? Overtly politica

acuion was taken only when repression mounted, and women saw their chil-
dren bcate.n up by the police. Thus, when in early 1986 the women marched
to ‘thc police station in Krugersdorp to protest against police harassing their’
children, they were acting in their role as mothers. The march was welcomed
by the civic leadership and still was mentioned in the interviews with KRO

leaders as one of the feats of township resistance in Kagiso.

' This example gf repression inducing a radicalization of women is at odds
with Iercmy'Scckmgs’s suggestion that the shift to violent conflict in the mid-
1980s contributed to the exclusion of women. In seeking to explain why

Komc.n were less prominently involved in township politics than in the 1950s
¢ points to the tensions between “the politics of organisation and the poﬁtic;

of confrontation” Escalating confrontation brought a growing influence of

fo}r;ncr or potential gang members, with their machismo group culture in
which women were more likely to be seen as “rewards and trophies” than as

. 03 mrp -
;qual participants.” This may well be the case, but it would not be a reason
or women to keep clear of civic activities. Many civics became actively \.

inYolvcd in ir'nproving. Public safety, an issue to which women gave high pri-
ority. In Kagiso, the civic and the youth congress owed much of their popu-
larity among women to their anticrime campaigns.

Youth Organization: A Slow Start

Attempts at .organizing women in the context of the civic had a slow start
More sujrprlsmgly perhaps, setting up a local youth congress also proved dif:
ficult. Like elsewhere, high school students in Kagiso were impatient with the
pace of events in the adult organizations: “The youth is more fast thinking”%4
But transforming youth consciousness into youth organization was n%t a
smooth ope-ration. About two hundred people had been invited by KRO to
a workshop in May 1985 to discuss the feasibility of forming a local youth con-
gress, but on.Iy eleven people showed up. The participants believed that there
was a potential for a youth organization, “but lack of organisation is having a
rple of frustration and confusion? Politicized high school students, the mgst
likely youth to take the initiative, were being “victimised at school level 795
After tf'le COSAS branch had collapsed in 1982, attempts had been made. to
reconstitute a Kagiso branch. An interim structure had been formed in 108

but schools did not permit COSAS meetings on the school grounds. v
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In Munsieville, “youth interest groups” had been established in late 1983,
ganized to take up general issues such as the lack of facilities for youth but
o to tackle matters of public safety such as stabbings and rape.”® In May
985, a committee was formed by youth from Kagiso II. KRO discussed
hether the International Year of the Youth could provide a suitable frame-

swork for a local youth organization to get off the ground. The range of pos-

ble activities discussed sounds surprisingly apolitical: drama, music, reading,
ennis, cinemas, meetings, football, poetry, boxing, horse racing.’
The nationwide banning of COSAS in August 1985 provided another impe-
for the formation of a youth congress in Kagiso. Church youth groups and
ports clubs were approached as youth began to assert a distinct role for them-

selves in township politics. The Kagiso Youth Congress (KAYCO) was formed
around July or August of 1985.%8 Meetings were held in the Catholic Church
near Sister Bernard’s convent. Surprisingly, KAYCO leaders saw their main

esponsibilities not in addressing specific youth issues but in maintaining pub-

lic safety. The high death rate in Kagiso, as a consequence of crime, stabbings,
_ and excessive drinking, was singled out as the most pressing concern.”® The
* first major campaign undertaken by KAYCO was the anticrime campaign in

¥ December 1985.

Violent protest in Kagiso began on 16 June 1985 with the commemoration
of the 1976 student revolt, in spite of KRO’s efforts to ensure a peaceful day of

. remembrance. The Taverners’ Association had agreed to KRO’s request to
close the shebeens, or taverns, on the weekend of 16 June; shops would close

down from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. No special observance of the day was demanded
from the Taxi Association. 1% Violent incidents erupted when police fired tear
gas into the crowd after the service in the Methodist Church. 1%! The shop of
town councillor Goodman Mabasa was set on fire although he had obeyed a
call to keep his shop closed. Shortly afterward, Mabasa and another council-
lor resigned their positions on the council and were applauded by KRO for
doing so. Violent incidents intensified during July and August. Houses of
councillors and police vehicles were pelted with stones, and a supermarket was
plundered and set on fire. Most incidents involved youth, with schools—both
primary and secondary—being the main centers of violent protest. In several
instances police fired teargas or rubber bullets.!?

An attempt by the civic to enforce a consumer boycott in August 198; fell
flat, and several KRO leaders were detained for a hundred days.1%3 Tke Genu
would remain in detention until March 1986. Unrest in the schools simmered
on after the events of 16 June, which had led to the arrest of several students.
One of the causes of unrest was the death of a pupil from the Junior Secondary
School, who was allegedly shot by his uncle, a shopkeeper, during an argu-
ment over gasoline. Youth plundered the shop and later set afire the shop-
keeper’s house. In September, firebombs caused 300,000 Rand of damage in
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Joining the UDF made no difference for KRO’s contacts with the town
Founcil. Civic activists maintained a largely pragmatic view in which obtain-
ing results outweighed a principled rejection of contacts with “puppet struc-
tures” Affiliation with the UDF was discussed and approved late in 1983 at two
KRO meetings, attended by a total of perhaps five hundred people. But affil-
iation with the UDF was initially not perceived as making a distinct political
ghmce. Leading civic activists had an image of the UDF as a service organiza-
tion providing support and better coordination for civics. Only later did it
Franspirc that the UDF was a national political organization with a clear polit-
1ca‘l identity. When the UDF assumed an overtly Charterist profile, some saw
this as a betrayal of the original idea behind the Front, which was to unite “all
the political groupings of the oppressed. . . . It was intended that the Front
would incorporate the Black Consciousness Movement and what was known
as the progressive non-racial democratic movement and church groups”™
chcrs put the blame on BC-oriented groupings for opting out, thereby mak-
ing the UDF adopt a Charterist position.

A KRO representative attended the monthly meetings of the UDF West
Rand Area Committee, which functioned, in fact, as a kind of civic forum to
coordinate activities and exchange information between the civics of Kagiso,
Munsieville, Azaadville, and Mohlakeng. Exchanging information was partic-
ularly useful because all these townships had to deal with the same adminis-
tration board. Lawrence Ntlokoa, who usually served as KRO representative
on the UDF Area Committee, had a less favorable assessment of the UDF
General Council. In this body representing all the UDF affiliates in the Trans-
vaal (beginning in 1986 it represented only those in the Southern Transvaal)
KRO apparently felt somewhat marginalized: Johannesburg- and Sowetoj
based activists called the tune. “Cliques and cabals were building their own
power-base, trying to gain control over resources. People based in Johannes-
burg had a much stronger position in terms of resources. The Soweto Civic
Association had three offices and full time staff. We were working from our
houses and from the convent. The SCA had nationally well-known personal-
ities, like Dr. Motlana, Winnie Mandela, Curtis Nkondo. They got funds
from overseas. When people overseas think of South Africa, they think of
Soweto112

‘Tizza Moiloa, who later served as chair of the UDF West Rand Area Com-
mittee, equally believed that the UDF was useful but that it did not make
much difference for KRO. KRO activists helped with the distribution of UDF
Ne.ws, but otherwise there was only limited participation in UDF cam-
paigns.!!® The UDF provided a plethora of media, either through its own
workshops for media skills or through sympathetic service organizations.
KRO representatives attended some workshops, but they believed that the
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UDF had only a modest bearing on the functioning of the civic. UDF T-shirts
and publications, however, did find their way to Kagiso, and certainly the lead-
ing activists kept well informed about events elsewhere in South Africa.
The UDF, of course, made a difference in one crucial aspect, although this
would only gradually transpire: through the UDF, the Kagiso civic became
linked to national politics. Taking up the UDF demands on the level of
national politics inevitably made KRO more of a politically aligned organiza-
tion, incurring a loss of support from non-Charterist residents. In the early
1980s, people from various political tendencies, including AZAPO and PAC
sympathizers, had worked together in civic activities. The antagonistic rela-
tionship developed only in the second half of the 1980s. In the beginning of
the decade, the ideological borderlines were not yet clearly drawn. Civic
activists interviewed generally agreed that AZAPO or other BC activists occa-
sionally turned up at meetings, but when it came to the door-to-door cam-
paigns, “they did not really do their bit®114 In the eyes of residents with
Africanist sympathies, KRO indeed functioned initially as a nonpartisan
organization, catering to all residents. But then KRO was “hijacked by certain
clements” into the UDF, thereby giving “certain elements now access to
resources, while others had no access 115 Robert Mangope, regional organ-
izer of the PAC-leaning AZANYU (Azanian Youth Organisation), attended
the meeting where affiliation with the UDF was discussed. In his view, KRO
stands accused of using what he considered a classical ANC tactic: swamping
the meeting by inviting a multitude of organizations—youth, students,
women’s league, trade unions—which all served as a front for the ANC.
Opponents would then be overruled and intimidated by the singing of revo-
lutionary songs. As a representative of AZANYU, which was labeled a “polit-
ical formation” rather than a “mass formation;” Mangope was ordered to leave
the meeting. AZAPO activists had not bothered to come to the meeting.
With Charterist hegemony established in KRO, Africanists decided in 1984
to form their own organization, the Kagiso Civic Organisation. KCO was
mainly based in East Park, one of the new neighborhoods where rents were
much higher than in the old section of Kagiso. In style with this middle-class
profile, KCO took a highly legalistic approach, engaging lawyers to take up
rent issues and other matters. It avoided mass demonstrations, boycotts, and
other forms of popular mass action. It had no qualms about dealing with the
town council. The Afticanists’ stated belief was that civics should not have a
political profile but, rather, should act as a nonpartisan lobby for civic matters.
They even considered it irrelevant who ran the township, as long as proper
services were delivered. Political affiliation by a civic was seen as hampering
efforts to address the basic needs of residents. Although there is some sub-
stance to several of the KCO criticisms on the performance of KRO, this alter-




188 “Beyond Our Wildest Dreams™

native civic organization seems to have limited itself largely to censuring their
more s1'1ccessful rival, rather than coming up with alternative action. In com-4
mon with many Africanist and BC activists, KCO leaders produced perceptive
comments that could easily lapse into armchair criticism. Some of their swipes
at KRO are clearly a caricature. The claim that the KRO executive was dorih
nated by youngsters who “still live under parental care” is without sub-
stance.!1¢ KRO obviously owed its fairly wide base of support at least in part
to the leading roles played by respected older residents like Joe Makgothlo 1;Dmc!
Sister Bernard. Apart from ideological differences, a battle over control of
resources seems to have been at the center of the antagonistic relationship
KRQ, as a UDF affiliate, managed to impose Charterist hegemony 'on
opposition politics in Kagiso because the Africanists and BC proponents with-
drew or were forced out. After this description of KRO through its ups and
down in more or less quiet times, we now examine how in late 1985 Kagiso
was drawn into the general pattern of rebellion. ®

Mobilization and Mass Protest, 1985-1986

The consumer boycott, launched in December 1985, brought Kagiso into the
ma(.ilstrom of township revolt. Previous efforts to link up with nationwide or
regional mass campaigns—like the November 1984 stay-away and the August
1985 consumer boycott—had largely failed. Now Kagiso moved into the i:it
phase, from limited local protests to challenging the power of the (local) state
Escal'anng'state repression as well as extrastate terror attacks were decisive fac:
tors in this process of mobilization and radicalization, which assumed a
dynamic of its own once it got underway. ’

Boycqtt§ aimed at white businesses and at shops owned by black collabo-
ratqrs originated in mid-198;s in the Eastern Cape. The idea behind this new
tactic was twofold: business could be pressurized to address some of the local
grievances and could intercede with the Pretoria government in support of
somc.of the national political demands. The Eastern Cape boycott was highl
eﬁfectl\'/e.and resulted in a working relationship between local busincssmcnganc}i,
local civic and UDF leaders, notably in Port Elizabeth. This became a model
for.boycott campaigns elsewhere, but the successes of the Eastern Cape—
Whl.Ch had the reputation of being the most militant and the best orgarfizcd
region—were not easily matched.

. It is not quite clear what made KRO decide to join the boycott at this par-
ticular moment. It was probably the temporary lifting of the consumer bo Eott
on the Reef that prompted KRO to join in when the boycott was reim z)lsed
Ip Soweto and other Reef townships, consumer boycotts had been irf) force.
since the end of August, with varying degrees of effectiveness. On 29 Novem-
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and give the campaign a new direction:
tered in enforcing the boycott, since Soweto and the East Rand townships had

numerous routes that people could take to white shopping areas. Monitoring
the boycott was the preserve of youth. Although their participation was indis-
pensable for the success of the boycott, even the boycott organizers acknowl-
edged that their often violent methods easily antagonized people. Stories of
excesses by monitors who forced boycott breakers to drink fish oil or eat soap
powder circulated throughout the townships. A third problem was that many
township businesses took advantage of the boycott by raising their prices.
Because of these previous experiences in the same region, KRO must have
been well aware of the potential problems when it embarked on a consumer
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ber, the boycotts were lifted for eight days, to be reimposed on 8 December.

wo reasons were given for the suspension: consumers needed an opportu-
ty to make purchases in white business areas,

available in township stores, and the Transvaal Consumer Boycott Commit-
tee (CBC) needed a break “to sort out the confusion of the past three months

»117 Serious problems had been encoun-

boycott.
The CBC called for a “Black December;” which was to last from 8 Decem-

ber until 31 December, in support of demands for the army to pull out of the
townships, the release of all detainees, the lifting of the State of Emergency,
and the resignation of town councillors. Residents were also asked to boycott
all businesses owned by councillors, to refrain from excessive drinking, and to
abstain from birthday and graduation parties and lavish weddings. Various fes-
tivals and shows, including the Black Miss South Africa beauty contest, were
canceled or postponed.!1® Any hopes that white businesses might have had for
an early end to this boycott by making arrangements with the organizers
were quashed when CBC members were detained. The renewed boycott call
for the Christmas season was not universally popular, as the CBC realized.
Tll-conceived campaigns, lack of adequate consultation and information, and
various degrees of coercion and interference in people’s lives had made many
residents wary of boycotts. Apologizing for the behavior of some overzealous
monitors, a CBC spokesperson pointed out that “it is not our intention to
drag people kicking and screaming towards independence. We would be hap-
pier if they willingly got involved’11?

Although the Kagiso boycott was called after consultation with the CBC,
it remained a locally run campaign that would last much longer than the boy-
cotts in other townships on the Reef. KRO activists told conflicting accounts
about the initial degree of support for the boycott. Some activists were criti-
cal of the inadequate groundwork, of the mixing of national political demands
with local issues, and of insufficient attention to the adverse effects of a boy-

cott on certain groups of workers. KRO also held a meeting with the Kagiso
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businesspeople, who became closely involved in the boycott. The critics allege
that the businessmen ended up almost running the boycott, since they stood
to gain most.!2 Information on boycotts elsewhere also came through news-
papers, which reported in considerable detail about the successful campaign
in the Eastern Cape.

A local consumer boycott committee was formed in Kagiso, the Krugers-
dorp Qonsumer Boycott Committee (KBCB), on which KRO, the women’s
organization, the youth organizations, KAFCOC (the Kagiso African Cham-
ber of Commerce), and others were represented. The committee appointed
boycott monitors, most of whom were youth. Aware of abuses occurring else-
where, KRO leaders told the boycott monitors to “educate the people” and to
explain that the boycott had been called 1n protest against the detentions and
the presence of the army and police in the townships. If withdrawal of the
security forces was the aim of the boycott, then for Kagiso it had an adverse
effect. It was the boycott that for the first time brought a massive, heavy-
handed, trigger-happy police force into the township. As Makgothlo stated
later, before the consumer boycott no one had ever been shot by the police
but after the boycott it happened regularly.” As township violence flared up’
tear gas, bullets, batons, and sjamboks became a regular feature of life in Kagiso?

The Consumer Boycotr

Whe.thcr or not preparations had been adequate, the consumer boycott in
K?lngO made a false start. In the first week after 9 December 1985, there was
widespread harassment, intimidation, and “generally unruly b(:,havior by
youths, acting against adults whom they believed to be breaking the boy-
cott.”uz.As one Kagiso resident told a reporter: “Youths as young as 14 years
Stop taxis and private cars coming from town. They destroy groceries found
in the vehicles and in some cases assault those who refuse to hand over their
-goodSA Where in the world have you seen youths as young as 12 years mak-
ing decisions?™123

. Youth were in the forefront of the boycott monitors, who had erected bar-
ricades at the entrance routes in the township, where taxis were stopped and
passengers searched. Yet the first resident shot dead by police while he was
searching people’s groceries was not a youth. Steven Rooi Mashigo, shot in the
§tomach after being confronted by policemen who accused him o’f intimidat-
ing and destroying people’s groceries, was thirty-four years old and a father of
three children.!?# This incident illustrates the ambiguous nature of the cate-
gory of youth, a label that was often equated with unruly behavior. Adults
who engaged in unruly behavior—in other words, who behaved as youth—
frequently came to be labeled youth.
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During the rest of the month there were several more casualties among
boycott monitors. Most died at the hands of the police; one was shot by a
local businessman. During the second week of the boycott, at least fourteen
Kagiso and Munsieville residents were detained because of the consumer boy-
cott. At the same time, spokespeople for KRO and KCBC were obviously
worried about excesses. One of the problems was how to distinguish between
genuine monitors and people intent on robbing in the name of the struggle.
A KRO spokesperson told the Star that the civic Jeadership disassociated itself
from “acts of hooliganism and criminal behaviour perpetrated by people
claiming to be monitoring and enforcing the boycott, but whose intention is
to rob black people” He emphasized the nonviolent nature of the boycott,
which he saw as a peaceful way of “indicating our abhorrence of the apartheid
regime. We want white businessmen to take up our grievances with the Gov-
ernment, which must realise that we are also human beings and that our
demands should not be suppressed” He said that fifteen knives and other
weapons had been confiscated from people posing as members of the boycott
committee. 25 Criminal elements who robbed motorists, shebeen owners, and
taxi drivers in the name of the struggle had been punished and later lectured
on what the boycott meant. Hundreds of rands in cash and goods that false
monitors had seized were recovered.!26

Nor was it always clear to residents what the boycott entailed. Could her
husband go to town and buy a lawn mower and new planks to fix the ceil-
ing, without fear of being confronted by the comrades? a resident inquired
in a phone call to Sister Bernard. Sister Bernard explained that the boycott
applied to foodstuffs only, not to hardware.!?” There was, of course, no guar-
antee that the boycott monitors would apply the same criteria; there were con-
flicting interpretations of what the boycott entatled.

Precautions had been taken to prevent windfall profits by local business
owners in Kagiso. Shops owned by town councillors had already been forced
to close down as a result of previous boycotts and attacks. Mayor Moceketsi’s
shop also had to close. KRO held talks with local business owners, asking
them to lower their prices as they would now get more customers. KAFCOC
reportedly agreed that its members would reduce the prices at their shops by
25 percent.}?8 Boycott monitors would also see to it that local shopkeepers
were not exploiting the situation. The Krugersdorp Consumer Boycott
Committee was fairly broadly based. The rival Kagiso Civic Organisation was
not officially involved in the boycott committee, although KCO activists did
attend meetings in an individual capacity. Although some of their ideas found
a receptive ear, they were at the same time labeled a “reactionary organization”
“If you did not go along with a mass meeting’s decision, you were labeled
sell-out. There were songs like: neighbor, you are a sell-out if you oppose the
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people”™2® Although KCO supported the consumer boycott, differences devel-
oped over the mix of national and local demands and over the duration of the
boycott. AZANYU called off the boycott in January, to allow parents to buy
school uniforms and schoolbooks, but KRO’s boycott lasted until the end of
February. During that month, serious skirmishes reportedly took place
between AZANYU and KRO activists.

The beginning of the boycott campaign also marked an upsurge in violent
attacks on councillors. The three-year-old son of councillor Anthony Zulu died
after a firebomb attack on his house. Zulu, who suffered injuries, vowed not
to resign, for that would amount to showing weakness. The councillor, who
was also an Inkatha official, suspected that the people who wanted him to
resign from the council would likewise want to force him out of his four busi-
nesses in Kagiso. Two other councillors, including the deputy mayor, resigned
shortly afterward. Another councillor was said to be on the run after his house
in Munsieville was firebombed. 3% A weck after the consumer boycott started,
a meeting was called by the women’s organization and the Kagiso and Mun-
sieville Youth Congresses to discuss the excesses. Participants decided that
intimidation had to be curbed, and the burning of delivery vans was ruled out.
Another item on the agenda was how to combat crime.

The anticrime campaign was to become one of the major feats of the youth
congresses, for which they were widely praised. Township violence declined
after the youth went from shebeen to shebeen asking customers to surrender
their knives. A huge pile of knives was subsequently stored in the convent.
Apart from confiscating weapons, the youth activists also ordered youngsters
out of the shebeens. As with the monitoring of the boycott, the anticrime
campaign raised the issue of who was a comrade. “Some people would harass
drinkers and shebeen owners, but they are not moving with the comrades
themselves. If shebeen owners came to complain to KRO, we did look into
it” Makgothlo traced the origin of the use of the term comrades to COSAS,
but then others took over the name, doing “very bad things in the name of
comrades. So a hooligan today calls himself a comrade”!3! But Makgothlo

remained outspoken in his support for the “original” comrades: “It are the
comrades who bring some order in the townships.” Excesses did not disappear,
but subsequently intimidation by youth enforcing the boycott seems to have
diminished, although the burning of delivery vans continued for months.

The anticrime campaign won wide support for KRO and the youth organ-
izations. Both in court statements and in interviews, numerous residents men-
tioned this campaign as a useful function performed by these organizations.
“As a result of these actions there are no more tsotsi’s carrying knives in the
area and Kagiso is now as a result thereof a safer place to live”!3? Although the
festive season usually brought a fair share of drunken fights, Christmas 1985 is
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remembered as the most peaceful Christmas in Kagiso’s hi§tory: “Le'rat’c’)gg
Hospital reported not a single casualty of violence, no stab'bl'ng, nothing!

One problem with enforcing discipline among young activists was the weak
state of youth organization. KAYCO (Kagiso Youth Congre.ss) and MUYCQ
(Munsieville Youth Congress) were formed after the banning of COSAS in
August 1985. Accounts of the exact date of the formation of the youth.con—
gresses vary, but it is clear that they did not come into their own }mtll the
December campaigns. These campaigns attracted many new recruits, most
of whom had little or no “political education”; likewise, the youth leadership
was equally lacking in experience. The chair of MUYCO jgincd the youth'con-
gress in December 1985 and was immediately elected chair. MUYCO claimed
a membership of about three hundred, while KAYCO was said to have seven
hundred members.'#* .

On New Year’s Day, the Krugersdorp Consumer Boycott Committee called
mass meetings in Kagiso and Munsieville to announce the end of the boycott.
Others, however, argued that the goals of the boycott had not been met, so
the residents resolved to continue the boycott of white-owned shops for an
indefinite period and to extend the boycott to the Greyhound Bus Co'rr.lpany.
The boycott organizers were now overtaken by a ground. swell of rr‘uhtancy.
The boycotts in Kagiso were no longer part of a nationwide carnpaxgn'——thc
Transvaal Consumer Boycott Committee had called off the boycotts in the
Pretoria townships, Soweto, the Vaal Triangle, and the East Rand.1%

A series of mass meetings, usually disturbed by police firing tear gas, 1'1ad
now become a regular feature of civic activities. Previously, one meeting
would be called for all Kagiso residents. But in this phase of popular ‘mobl-
Jization, no hall was large enough to accommodate all the interested residents.
In one week in January, seventeen meetings were held in various churcl.a halllg é
all were packed, with over a thousand people attending each meeting.
Issues discussed at these meetings included the township crisis, the education
crisis, the consumer boycott, combating crime, and keeping young children
out of the shebeens.

The Bus Boycott

On 6 January 1986, the West Rand townships of Bekkersdal, Kagiso, Mun-
sieville, and Mohlakeng embarked on a boycott of the Greyhound Bus Com-
pany. Greyhound saw the move initially as simply a part of the general
consumer boycott, but there were specific grievances against Greyhound. The
company was accused of insensitivity to people’s problems. As .Ntlokoa
explained to journalists, Greyhound had refused to malfc buses available for
funerals, had allowed police to use its buses to carry vigilantes who assaulted
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members of organizations, and had not invested any of its profits in the com-

munity in the form of bursaries or improvement of educational facilities. Grey-
hound had also neglected to erect bus shelters.!3”

Thc bus boyFon began as a great success. Residents walked to work or took -
taxis. KRO .chalr Joe Makgothlo went on foot to work at Chamdor, to show °
others that it could be done. One can sense the feeling of exhilaration in his

phone conversation with Lawrence Ntlokoa, when he describes how the boy-

cott took off. After all the trials and tribulations of failed previous boycotts and

the rather messy start of the consumer bo i
ycott in December, Ntlokoa felt th
the struggle had now been vindicated: ore

For once, God. . . . has given us that spirit to do it just right.
Makgothlo: Yah, God is on our side.!38

The l.)o.ycott was hailed as the weapon of the powerless, as one of the few
remaining options for nonviolent resistance. But the boycott was not unprob- i

lematic. ]Ejlnforcing the boycott entailed various degrees of coercion. The role
of youth in monitoring the boycott was not always readily accepted by older
FCSlantS, who resented being subjected to questioning and searches. And res-
%dents were differently affected by the boycott: for some, it simply .meant an
inconvenience, for others, it put their livelihoods at stake. People employed at
stores in Krugersdorp risked losing their jobs when employers began retrench-
ing workers for lack of business. Others were obviously directly benefitin
from t}%e boycott, notably local shopkeepers and the taxi business. At the timcg
the taxi fare was only five cents more than a bus fare. The Taxi Associatioti
agr‘ccd to charge half price for students. Taxi owners had their own grudges
against Qreyhound, as the company was believed to have opposed their liccise
applications and to engage in unfair competition.

In the second week of the bus boycott, Greyhound was ready for talks. The
company would no longer oppose taxi license applications, would providé free
travel for pensioners on days when they received their money, and would act
on requests .for free buses or reduced charges for special occa;ions accordin,
to their merit. But by now several boycott leaders had been detained, and thei%
release was made a precondition for talks with the bus company. Poﬁce harass-
ment resulted in increased community support for the bus boycott. Taxis were
stopped by police for being overloaded; private cars carrying pco[.)lc to work
were stopped, and drivers were fined because they had no taxi licenses. In this
secopd week of the boycott, police used bird shot to disperse youth Wl.lo were
helping people to form queues for taxis at taxi stands. Many were injuréd—
one youth had more than 130 bird shot pellets lodged in his body—and a
number were arrested.!3? By this time, revolt in Kagiso had escalated to the

point of drawing national political attention. Adriaan Vlok, deputy minister
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of law and order, paid a visit to the township on 22 January to discuss the
unrest and the consumer and bus boycotts with the local authorities. The day
after VIoK’s visit, traffic officers, police, soldiers, and local road transportation
board officials carried out a blitz on taxis. Residents claimed that police and
soldiers forced them to board buses. Private car owners werc charged fines
of up to 300 Rand for carrying passengers. Taxis had long delays as police
meticulously checked the safety of the vehicles and searched the passengers.
This type of police harassment continued for months, during which time
many residents continued to walk to work at Chamdor, Luipaardsvlei, or

. Krugersdorp, a distance of between three and eight miles.!°

In February, the boycott organizers received a letter purportedly from

Greyhound employees urging the boycott committee to hold talks with Grey-

hound management, saying they feared loss of their jobs if the company had
to close down certain bus lines. A spokesperson for the boycott organizers
doubted the authenticity of the letter and dismissed it as “another attempt by
Greyhound management to confuse residents”4! The next day the Transport
and Allied Workers’ Union denied any knowledge of the letter and distanced
itself from the letter’s contents.#> Whatever the merits of the letter, Grey-
hound employees obviously had ample reason to be concerned. For the bus
drivers, who had experienced frequent stoning of buses since mid-r98s, work

. had become positively dangerous. In the eyes of township youth, bus drivers

operated on the side of enemy forces. The police unrest reports for carly 1986
registered frequent complaints of stoning and arson from Greyhound employ-
ees who were living in the Kagiso hostel.'** When after ten months of boy-
cotts Greyhound decided to withdraw its bus services from the West Rand,
over a hundred workers were dismissed.** KRO contacted the Transport and
Allied Workers’ Union. The demand that Greyhound employees should not
lose their jobs as a result of the boycott was included in the list of demands.
But otherwise the dismissal of Greyhound workers was scen as inevitable: “If
they lost their jobs, that was the work of the police, who was creating divi-
sions, not of KRO?3

When meetings were called to discuss the consumer boycott at the end of
February, residents agreed to suspend the boycott until 7 April 1986 to give
people a chance to stock up. But when it came to a discussion of the bus boy-
cott, people voted for continuation. Greyhound was now seen as siding with
the police and the South African Defence Force (SADF) and therefore as shar-
ing the responsibility for the loss of lives and for numerous injuries. !¢ Accord-
ing to KRO chair Makgothlo, the Kagiso bus boycott stood largely on its
own. There was no coordination with bus boycott committees in Randfontein
and Bekkersdal.#” In early April, KRO applied for permission to hold a mass
mecting in the Kagiso stadium in order to discuss the bus boycott. Permission
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was granted, and on Sunday, 5 April, about five thousand people assembled i
the stadium. They were in an angry mood. On Saturday, Kagiso had burie
another fourteen-year-old victim of the unrest. Political funerals had no
become an almost weekly routine. According to the police version of events
young Modiri Mmesi was shot dead and three of his friends were injure

when a policeman opened fire after a beer hall in Kagiso was attacked with

firebombs. But according to an eyewitness, the boys were nowhere near a bee
hall: they were playing in the garden of Isaac Genu’s house.1*8 Police inter:
fered with the funeral and opened fire on a group of youth near the cemetery.
Four youth were reported to be in critical condition in the hospital. Speake
after speaker called for a resumption of the consumer boycott since th
demands had not been met. The boycott was presented as the weapon of th
powerless. “They have the guns, we have the buying power” The crow
replied with “asithengi edolobbens” (we do not buy in town). It was resolved t
resume the consumer boycott and to continue the bus boycott. KRO wa
mandated to present “the people’s demands” to Greyhound management
until these demands were met, residents would continue the boycott. The lis

of demands was now further extended to include an end to apartheid in buses,

paving of roads, scrapping of plans for the minibuses, rehiring of dismissed
Greyhound workers, free buses for funerals, and an obligation to consult the
civic on future fare increases.!* After these decisions were made by residents,
the police pounced with renewed vigor on residents traveling in taxis and pri-
vate cars in a new bid to break the boycott. As before, police explained the
roadblocks as an exercise in crime prevention.!®® Eventually a meeting
between Greyhound and KRO took place, with the bus company agreeing
to most of the demands. Greyhound would offer normal bus service begin-
ning 1 July. The deal was scuttled by the proclamation of a nationwide State
of Emergency on 12 June and by the detention of the entire civic leadership.
The agreement had been reached before this date, but under emergency reg-
ulations KRO could no longer hold mectings to put the deal to the residents.
With the KRO leadership in detention or on the run, the bus company no
longer had a negotiating partner. A similar situation prevailed in other West
Rand townships. At the end of October 1986, Greyhound decided to with-
draw its bus service from the West Rand townships.

Although residents were obviously affected by the boycotts in different
ways, one group deserves special attention: the migrant workers in the town-
ship. In view of the bloody battles in 1990 between hostel dwellers and resi-
dents, the question arises whether the seeds of confrontation were sown in this
period of boycotts. Unfortunately, information on the experiences of hostel
dwellers in Kagiso is scarce. Those among them who were Greyhound bus
drivers had obvious reasons to resent the boycott, but they cannot have been
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umerous. I was unable to interview people who had bcen' l%v'mg in the hqs-
is in 1985-86. Accounts by KRO activists vary, with some civic leaders admit-
ng that the hostels were largely neglected, whereas othch staFed that there
ere regular consultations. Varying accounts can be' expla{ned in part by the
fferent positions of the two hostels. The old hostel in Kagiso I seems to have
en more involved in civic matters than the new, much larger a{ld better
ipped hostel in Kagiso IT. Some KRO meetings were conducted in the ol;i1
ostel. The civic took up some of the grievances of 'thc hostel dwellers, suc
the lack of electricity and hot water and the provision of proper beds Fath.cr
an cement bunks. The hostels were included in the cleanup campaign in
arly 1986. Efforts were made to get sponsors for the hostels’ football' team.
Trade unionist Serge Mokonyane recalled that he addressed many meetings mn
¢ hostel, “and I would go in my UDF T-shirt, there was no problem abqut
‘that”151 Civic activists generally asserted that there was a good relationship,

- certai ' i i i the migrants
cerrainly with the hostel in Kagiso L. It remains unclear how g

 themselves viewed the position, taken by KRO, that the migrant labor system

* and the hostels needed to be abolished altogether. From Fhe scant stufiles (;117

*migrant life, it is clear that many migrants rerained strong hnks with their rur
homesteads and had no ambitions of becoming permanent city folk.

The School Boycott

From mid-198s, schools in Kagiso experienced intermittent boygotts, as pu.plls
- protested against the detention of fellow students or campaigned against
corporal punishment, the shortage of textbook.s, overcrowded classroomsz
or underqualified teachers, or in support of their demand for student regr.c
sentative councils. Beginning in December, schogl boycotts were calle allln
support of the consumer boycott. Teachers. in Kag1s§) §choqls were generally
: regarded as conservative. They did not actively participate in civic act1v1;1¢s.I
* Efforts to set up teacher-parent-student committees to manage 'the schoo
crisis were unsuccessful. KRO made some attempts to fill the void. P’x KRO
delegation attended the conference organized by thc S.o.wc'tto Parents’ Crisis
Committee in late December in Johannesburg. This initiarive then led to l.:he
formation of the National Education Crisis Commltte.e.(NECC), which
played a prominent role in attempts to solve the sch(?ol crisis.

The meeting in Johannesburg resolved that 'chlldren should return to
school on 28 January 1986. This date was chosen in an attempt to reach con-
sensus with student organizations: the official date for the opening of the rllcw
school year was 8 January. Boycotting students, on the other hand, were reluc-
tant to go back to school before their demands bad been met. . |

KAYCO had called a meeting on 27 January in St. Peter’s Catholic Schoo
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to discuss the back-to-school call. While the meeting in the school hall was
progress, two armored police vans —nicknamed #sppos in township parlance
drove toward one side of the school, while a third hippo and a police v
Parkcd on the other side. Some KRO leaders who were attending the mee
ing—among them Ntlokoa—walked to the gate to ask the police why th
had come. Before any discussion could take place, police fired tear gas at thy
hall. While the children scrambled out of the hall, police started shooting bi
shoF at the doors. About twenty policemen had taken up positions near th
main exit. Desperately trying to escape, children broke the windows an
).umped out at the other side of the hall. Some were bleeding from cuts. Se
ing that _children were jJumping out of windows on the other side of the build-i
ing, pc_)hce ran around the hall to start shooting there as well. Some studen
were sjambokked while running away. Several children fell, and most ran o
in dﬁerent directions. Police rounded up about a hundred pupils and began
loading them into police vans. Alarmed by the shooting and shouting, par-;
ents rushed to the schoolyard to protect their children. Ntlokoa and éist
Bernard made another attempt to talk to the police and were greeted with
“Sbut up, kaffir” and “Fuck off, girl}” respectively. After some discussion, the
children were released. But when the pandemonium was over, fourteen-;fcar-
Qld schoolgirl Maki Legwate was found lying on the school grounds, bleed-
ing profusely. She died soon afterward. The girl had been killed b}; police
bullets.!52 In spite of this incident, children in Kagiso went back to school the
next day, demonstrating that they were disciplined students who followed the
call of the leadership of the struggle.

. More than any other single event, this incident had a profoundly politi-
cizing CECt':t. on ordinary townships residents. People who previously had been
wary of militant youth disrupting township life now became united against a
common enemy, and getting rid of the murderous presence of the security
forces became their number-one priority. Tennessce Maleke, who subse-
.qucx‘ltly became active in the women’s organization, recounted how her polit-
}cal involvement began on this very day: “We simply had to protest. . . . My
involvement in the organization started then and there. Before, many people
were scared, or they thought that the youth was to be blamed for throwin
stones. But then it was so evident that the police was wrong”153 ®

The school crisis, of course, was far from over. The next focal point was
K'aglso Scnior Secondary School. Pupils demanded that their principal resi
c1ther. his position as a town councillor in Mohlakeng (the township of R;Ln%iIf
fontein) or his position as principal. Until he had given up one of these posts
icy refused to go back to school. The principal refused to resign but promj
ised to go on leave to quell the explosive situation.!®* At this point, police

aded the school and detained numerous students. This was the sign for a
round of school boycotts, demanding the release of the comrades in
ention. For a few months, “the students were in power” Former student
vists recalled that principals became willing to consult with them and to
cede the recognition of student representative councils (SRCs). “There was
ost mutual understanding” When the principal indeed disappeared from
scene and the students were released, it was decided to resume classes. But
roles would soon be reversed. After the imposition of the State of Emer-
cy, the principal returned to the school, and many students were detained
new. He refused to readmit students who had been in detention. Students
ried enlisting the help of parents, but this produced no decisive results. Par-
its above all wanted to see the situation in the schools return to normal. “In

the end, the students forced themselves back to school. Then the principal had

0 let them stay”!5®

At Kagiso Senior Secondary the relationship between pupils and principal
‘was clearly antagonistic. A similar situation prevailed at Matsoepe High School,
where the principal refused to recognize SRCs and expelled many students.
His house was firebombed just before Christmas. But more sympathetic
teachers were also at a loss when they had to handle a situation in which their
pupils set the law for themselves. The phone conversations tapped by police
allow a glimpse at their problems, as in the case of a school teacher phoning
Sister Bernard about her predicament. Five boys had come to her house, say-
ing that her students complained about her. She told her visitors that the stu-
dents were mannerless; that is why she had been telling them to behave
themselves. She regarded herself as being “in the struggle.” and she wondered
how the comrades could behave as if only they were in the struggle. She felt
that the pupils must humiliate and despise her since they had gone to the point
of reporting her. After having listened to this emotional outburst, Sister
Bernard, a fellow educator, offered words of encouragement.!5 Although not
all student demands were won, some victories proved durable: SRCs were still
functioning five years later. Corporal punishment had not been abolished, but
teachers resorted less readily to the use of the whip.

Persuasion and Coercion

Boycotts were generally hailed as “the community’s peaceful weapons of
resistance” But in spite of their Gandhian pedigree, the enforcement of boy-
cotts could involve considerable degrees of coercion. Kagiso activists derived
at least part of their inspiration from the press reports on the Eastern Cape
boycotts. But local conditions in Kagiso were rather different from the East-
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ern Cape. Krugersdorp was dominated by the Conservative Party. Business
owners in Krugersdorp made no attempts to negotiate with the boycott lead-
ers; nor, it seems, did KRO leaders take the initiative and contact Krugers-
dorp businessmen.

One advantage of the boycott tactic was that it allowed for participation by
ordinary people. KRO activists indeed saw it that way: “The methods we used
also helped narrow the gap between the activist and mass element. Every per-
son actually felt they were playing their proper role and participating'5” But
KRO never developed the tight web of street committees that was recognized
as the foundation for people’s power. In fact, these elaborate structures with
street committees were largely limited to the Eastern Cape townships and a
handful of townships in the Transvaal. Alexandra, an old frechold township
located in the heart of white Johannesburg, assumed a symbolic role as a
model of people’s power. But Alexandra was atypical.

KRO intended to rely on persuasion, and it opposed intimidatory tactics in
the enforcement of boycotts. But even persuasion could involve the loss of
hard-earned goods. “For those who break the boycott, the activists explain the
issues to them and take the stuff to the pensioners and the needy”!*® In spite
of attempts by KRO and the Consumer Boycott Committee to run the boy-
cott by persuasion rather than coercion, violent incidents kept flaring up. The
burning of delivery vans was initially blamed on “agents of the system,” since
the vigorous crime prevention campaign had supposedly eliminated “the
menace of the so-called comrade tsotsis”!% Obstructing delivery vehicles was
obviously at cross-purposes with the boycott: if residents were to buy in the
township, township businesses needed to receive provisions. But attacks on
delivery vehicles continued, and KRO apparently had no control over the per-
petrators. Speaking to journalists, a KRO spokesperson emphasized that these
attacks ran against KRO policy: “We warn these people—we do not know
where they come from —that disciplinary action will be taken against them?”160
In spite of all the warnings, the burning of vans and hijacking of cars contin-
ued. Firms in Krugersdorp that phoned Sister Bernard or Ntlokoa found that
the civic could offer little help. In some cases, firms requested KRO to send a
group of comrades to protect deliveries against thugs. Ntlokoa firmly rejected
the offer of protection fees: “Oh no well, we don’t work on those basis. We
just don’t feel its right” But at least one youth leader, named Thabo, appar-
ently approached firms with an offer of protection for money.!6!

Several stores in Kagiso itself were equally under threat. The local bottle
store, property of the town council, was apparently considered fair game. A
woman in the bottle store phoned Sister Bernard to ask for help when the
brewery truck arrived. The previous day, a truck had been burned while the
driver was trapped inside. “We are now scared and we don’t know where we
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should direct our complaint?” said the woman. Sister Bernard could offer, or
would offer, no help.162 Others resented the arbitrariness of the rule of the
comrades. A supermarket owner complained that “the UDF boys” had closed
his shop and told him it would remain closed until the end of the boycott.
Three reasons were offered: he was charging high prices; he had tried to pre-
vent youth from burning a delivery truck with Coca Cola; and “when they
wanted to burn those youths who were helping with the delivery truck, we
protected those youths 162

Such violent behavior that was clearly out of line with KRO policy was
often blamed on “outside elements This claim is not altogether unlikely:
youth from several townships kept close contact and paid frequent visits to
each other, particularly during weekends with funerals. Kagiso was one of the
few townships around Johannesburg where the State of Emergency did not
apply. It was not exactly a free haven, but it might have offered militane youth
somewhat more room to maneuver. But unruly elements outside KRO’s con-
trol also came from Kagiso itself. The tsotsis, or township gang members, who
supposedly had been flushed out during the December anticrime drive, had
made a comeback posing as comrades. They used the name “the United
Front” or simply “the United” This gang of about thirty to forty people, aged
between sixteen and thirty, emerged as an organized force in January. “They
were very active, but they had no history of political involvement; they just
took advantage, confiscating shopping, looting and burning delivery vans,
hijacking cars”'6* Without exception, the KRO leadership, when interviewed
later, was full of praise for KAYCO and blamed the excesses and the violence
on the United Front. KAYCO, which boasted a membership of about seven
hundred, was credited with stopping crime and spreading the word about the
consumer boycott by going house to house. The United were particularly
active in manning the roadblocks where vehicles coming from outside were
stopped and searched for goods from white shops. Rivalry and animosity
between KAYCO and the United at times resulted in violent encounters. As
two KAYCO activists later explained:

There were different approaches to the struggle. Some wanted to politicize the
youth. Others wanted to burn cars. So the United boys made a mistake. They
thought they could burn the cars because the cars belonged to the bourgeoisie.
And many youths were very angry because of the daily killings. And they were
also responding to Tambo’s call to make the country ungovernable. That is why
they went out burning cars. . . . Some youths moved away from organizational
politics. They were tired of all this talking and wanted action. We introduced
workshops to discuss strategy and tactics, but not everybody would come to

those meetings.'%5

This type of workshop, conducted in English, was likely to highlight the divi-
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sion among youth between the politically aware high school students, wh
could conduct meetings and express themselves in English, and the dro;)ou
the unc'ducated lumpen proletariat who lacked the background, the skills, 2
the patience to participate on an equal footing in these sessions. The Im;p
element chose the battlefield where they felt most at home: the streets.

Lawrence Ntlokoa and Sister Bernard, who worked with KAYCO, did
manage to come to grips with the United boys. The note of despair in som
phone conversations among civic leaders indicates that the gang’s activities h
bec.or.nc very disruptive. In mid-March 1986, after another hijacking of com
(minibuses), Sister Bernard told Ntlokoa that she was losing hope. 1% Towar
ic end of April the problem was still unresolved, as indicated in the follo
ing conversation between Makgothlo and Ntlokoa:

Role of Repression: Police and Vigilantes

ce presence in Kagiso had significantly increased in December 198s. Begin-
g in carly January, police became particularly brutal after two white police-
n from Krugersdorp had been killed by miners in a nearby mining
und. Police claimed that they had to operate heavily armed because of
attack.172 After the start of the bus boycott, police action became especially
ous. Kagiso now entered into the deadly cycle that already prevailed in
er townships. Victims of police violence were carried to their graves by
ge and angry crowds. Police turned out in equally massive numbers, pro-
yoking the funeralgoers. A political funeral frequently produced more martyrs.
At the funeral of schoolgirl Maki Legwate, police fired tear gas, sjambokked
| mourners, and detained seven funeralgoers. A prayer service in the Methodist
Church for Maki Legwate was disrupted by police throwing tear-gas canisters
ato the church and then storming the building. Scores of schoolchildren
where injured as they scrambled through broken windows.173
At the end of February, a campaign of social isolation was called against
town councillors, black policemen, and black soldiers. “Nobody will talk to
them?” Nitlokoa announced to the press, “they will not be allowed in any she-
been or shop and those who stay in backyards will be told to leave because the
community has decided that we don’t want these people”17* Indiscriminate
police violence and brutal nightly patrols by white vigilantes from Krugers-
dorp strongly contributed to the process of political mobilization in Kagiso.
In a community under siege, many residents closed ranks behind the civic
leadership. “Before 1986 the system had targeted the leadership only, and the
residents were mostly left alone. But in 1986 the police started shooting at ran-
dom, and that is what made people more militant. It is the system which really
managed to mobilize the people”7® Genw’s view of the role of the police in
the process of politicization is borne out by numerous statements by residents
in the KRO trial. “I only became a member of the Kagiso Youth Congress
after having been beaten up by the police. This happened as a result of being
taken to meetings held by the Kagiso Youth Congress by a friend. Before I
was not really concerned about politics in the township17¢ Police presence
became all-pervasive, demonstrating a total disrespect for people’s privacy.
They were “walking into people’s bedrooms in the middle of the night?17”
At least six people were killed in January 1986, with scores of people having
to be treated in the hospital for gunshot wounds or for injuries caused by
sjamboks and batons. Residents also alleged that the security forces were rap-
ing women. 178 Faced with this escalation of state violence, KRO decided to
seek an interdict from the Supreme Court to restrain the security forces. With
the help of lawyers, KRO collected 118 affidavits detailing the allegations of

Makgo@o: Those youngsters! I told them that it is the last time we will hold a
meeting of this kind. . . . Ja, because they think as they can terrorise people
the people are scared of them. . . . ’

Ntlokoa: We don’t want to be bullied by eleven guys. 6

As .Sistcr Bernard explained to the lawyers in the KRO trial: “Let me sa
plainly that they are a tsotsi element, people that don’t go to school and kmc{
of really rough—a crime element. We would tell them that is not really nec-
essary that you should be killing one another and getting drunk, being kind of
useless. They are unemployed people roaming around. . . . Most are ill-edu-
cated, drop-outs, they are angry and bitter youth 168 Moreover, they had their
own network with other gangs of comtsotsis, or comrade gang members, in
Sowct?, Alexandra, and other townships, keeping each other inforrncc{ of
events in all townships. Groups visited each other and exchanged information
csp;cmlly during vigils and funerals. One dispute between KRO and the’
United involved a most common source of division in township politics:
money. Access to resources could be a divisive matter. Rumors circulated
that South African Breweries had donated 18,000 Rand to KRO and that
Law.rence Ntlokoa was driving a car donated by the brewery. Another ramor
had it that. KRO had taken money from Greyhound. In actuality, the car had
been provided by KRO’s lawyers in the court case against the minister of law
and order to facilitate collecting evidence and witnesses.!*” KRO had no reg-
ular income, as it had no registered fee-paying membership. It did not havega
bank account. Civic leaders used their own resources, such as Makgothlo’s car.
And from dmf: to time, the civic asked for donations. Makgothlo mentione(i \
churches, businessmen, and South African Breweries—where he worked as
overseer—as sources of contributions.!”? Attempts at collecting money were
also conducted by various groups or individuals during funerals, “but it was
not a KRO activity and we discourage that very strongly>!7! ,
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brutality committed by the security forces against the residents of Kagiso and
Munsieville. -

In February, vigilantes from Krugersdorp unleashed a reign of terror. The

leader of the Afrikaner Resistance Movement, the Afrikaner Weerstandsbe- |

weging (AWB), Eugene Terreblanche, had called on AWB branches on the *
West Rand to form vigilante groups.!”® Residents of the Krugersdorp subur
Dan Pienaarville, which borders on Munsieville, held an urgent meeting in ;
late January, following the firebombing of a house in the suburb and allega-
tions that blacks from the townships were planning to burn down white
schools. The Krugersdorp Town Council and the security forces promised to
build a security fence between Dan Pienaarville and Munsieville and to secure
army protection for the schools.!80 Residents in Dan Pienaarville lived in fear
of firebombs and kept buckets with sand and water on hand during the night.
Opver ten thousand town residents signed a petition demanding that Mun-
sieville residents be moved to Kagiso within a year. The people of Munsieville
reacted angrily to this petition. Older residents had already experienced
removals before they were resettled in Munsieville in the 1940s. Several |
Munsieville residents said that they had lived in the area long before the whites
settled in Dan Pienaarville and that if whites objected to being neighbors, then
they were the ones who should leave.18!

Dan Pienaarville was an extension of Krugersdorp built in the early 1980s.
People who bought houses there did so in the belief that the squalid township
next door was going to be demolished. They felt cheated when the govern-
ment announced in October 1985 that Munsieville was not going to be moved
but would be upgraded. The Krugersdorp Action Group was formed to con-
test this government decision. While police and town authorities turned a
blind eye, the Krugersdorp Action Group formed an armed vigilante group
and announced its intentions in the local newsletter: “We intend to take dras-
tic action if we feel the situation warrants it, and it can be left to the police to
come and fetch the bodies?!82 In February 1986, the Krugersdorp Town
Council unanimously rejected the government decision and demanded the
removal of Munsieville as soon as possible. Council members called Mun-
sieville “a cancer that needs to be removed. We have to protect our white skins.
We will remove it, true as God ”!83 Nightly raids by masked whites, sometimes
accompanied by blacks believed to be policemen, were a regular occurrence in
both Munsieville and Kagiso. The Sunday Star, having interviewed dozens of
township residents, painted a grim picture of “an orgy of destruction”18¢
Whitcs with balaclavas descended on the townships nearly every night, shoot-
ing residents and beating them up with truncheons, pickax handles, sjamboks,
and rifle butts. One twenty-two-year-old man, Stephen Matshogo, was so hor-
rendously beaten that his corpse was hardly recognizable. A township doctor

‘said he treated people who were pulled from taxis and cars and were beaten
 up by men dressed in what were thought to be police uniforms. One night
one two doctors reported seeing at least fifty-two victims of violent attacks,
of them with massive bruises and cuts. Among the victims were young chil-
en. Medical reports, submitted as evidence in the court case, present a pic-
ture of indiscriminate violence. The victims were between ten and sixty-seven
ears of age and included both men and women.!3% A local priest, Bishop
William Kunene, told how masked men would beat little children playing in
- front of his church with sjamboks and rifle butts. The men threatened to burn
the bishop’s house, since the comrades had been burning policemen’s houses.
Not only people but also the people’s parks, arranged by township youth,
" were the targets of attacks. The parks were ruined by the invaders.186 The
. South Afican police denied any allegations of misconduct, blamed Matshogo’s
' death on faction fights, and claimed that police units were carrying out a crime
prevention action in Kagiso on 24 February. This was the most violent day in
- aseries of vigilante raids. Among the victims was a local black policeman who
. was severely sjambokked by six white policemen and one black, although he
 indicated to them that he could identify himself as a police constable.'®”
With temperatures rising in both the townships and in Krugersdorp, the
\ jssue of Munsieville had become a symbol of South Affica’s racial polarization.
Since the vocal right-wing activists in Krugersdorp belonged to the camp of
the Conservative Party and the AWB rather than to the National Party—they
had called for the resignation of their NP member of parliament, Leon Wes-
sels—the Botha government had little reason to woo the angry whites. Toward
' the end of March, President P. W. Botha announced that Munsieville would
" not be removed. Instead, the government had opted for a patrolled buffer
% zone with a road, safety fences, and high streetlights between Munsieville and
Dan Pienaarville, which was soon dubbed the “Berlin Wall” solution.*#8 This
left both sides dissatisfied. Militant whites felt betrayed because the state had
reneged on earlier promises to remove the township residents, while the peo-
ple of Munsieville did not relish the thought of being fenced in. The stipula-
- tion that Munsieville could not expand beyond its existing borders made
residents doubt whether the promised upgrading of their township would
amount to anything substantial.
Besieged by Krugersdorp vigilantes and a vengeful police force, the people
- of Kagiso and Munsieville tended to close ranks behind leaders who shared
their anxieties and who took concrete action to try and protect them against
arbitrary violence. When KRO leaders pleaded their case in court, they were
confident that they represented the overwhelming majority of Kagiso resi-
dents. Living under siege had contributed to the forging of a political com-
munity. 1 The court application was supported by three ministers of religion

i
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in Kagiso and backed up by 118 affidavits containing allegations of polié
brutality. In view of the “particularly grave” nature of the allegations [;ud
R.J. (.}o.ldstone ordered the affidavits to remain private and Conﬁdcnd;.l ung
the ministers of law and order and of defense had an opportunity to rep}
While not admitting any of the allegations, the minister of law and orlzi
?hndertook to pass on instructions to the police on the West Rand prohibiti
poi?clcfzggl ti;ouTglttmg unlawful acts.**® But serious incidents involving
The funds for the litigation were provided by the South African Council d
Churd}cs (SACC) and the Commission for Justice and Reconciliation of th
Catholic Church. When the court proceedings opened in April, the ministe
of lfiW and order, the minister of defense, and the divisional con;missioncr g
pol.lcc on the West Rand all denied the allegations. They stated that the
gations had been made to further the aims of the ANC and to create “licn:
ated” areas in the townships.*! The army, however, acknowledged the validi
f)f the claim that on several occasions SADF officers had thrown rubber snake
iintfcl)l passenger cars at road blocks. This was meant as a “practical joke”
nfos tsc;ctsczgz;cizsl,g 2and according to the SADF, it was appreciated as such b
thn the case proceeded in open court with well-documented char
against th? police and with accompanying media publicity, it became a matgtcr §
of increasing embarrassment for the state. The proclamati’on of a nationwide
Statc. of Emergency in June 1986 provided the state with an opportunity to put i
the lid on it. On 11 June, the entire executive of KRO was detained u;yder lt)ht‘:
emergency regulations, as well as a whole range of other activists from Kag-
iso. Later the members of the executive were detained under section 29 of tt%
Internal Securit.y Act, which allowed for unlimited detention without trial foi
the purpose of interrogation. They had no right to see a lawyer, which meant
that the court case against the minister of law and order could ;10t proceed
The widely supported court case of KRO against the minister of law al;d ;
orde.r was a manifestation of Kagiso as a political community. The concept of
Kagiso as political community, with strengths and limitations, is furpthc
e?q?lorec.l in the conclusion of this chapter. The next section deals w)ith anothar'
flll\:rcjicsttlizlg that contributed to the shaping of this political community: pop-

Popular Justice

T . L . .

htci: Kaglso Dlsc'lphnary Committee (DC) had its origins in the December
anticrime campaign and in efforts to curb abuses in the enforcement of the
consumer boycott. It was constituted in January, when it became obvious that

foblem of escalating violence, notably the burning of delivery vehicles. This

gress. There is no unanimity on the origins of the Fathers’ Congress.

A

solve this problem by organizing the fathers” But apart from an attempt on
the part of the civic to organize the more conservative clements, it was also
an attempt by these elderly men to regain control over a terrain that they tra-
ditionally considered their own preserve: administering justice was seen by
some as “exclusively a fathers’ domain” They invoked African tradition and
the practice of township makgothla (informal courts conducted by elderly
men) to support their stance that this was a matter for fathers only. Here was
a potential source of generational conflict, but it was solved within a couple
of weeks as the scope of the DC widened to include mediation in disputes
between neighbors and domestic problems. Mokonyane commented on the

involvement of the elders:
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gs were getting out of hand. “People were just generally burning things
thout having a clear direction as to what is happening”*® Around this time,
oup of people who would later become involved in the DC went to see the
ander of the Kagiso police station and Mayor Moeketsi to discuss the

pt at joint action by calling a mass meeting to discuss the problems came
nothing, perhaps because shortly afterward the house of the station com-
der burned down.

The DC, chaired by KRO executive member Bongani Dlamini, was com-
sed of young activists in their twenties.!** The DC heard cases of people
und with knives and confiscated their weapons. Formally, the DC was “not
organ of KRO, but KRO would have consultations with it”195 At the
e time, elderly men founded an organization with the same goal of “con-
olling the tsotsi clement”% Significantly, it was called the Fathers’ Con-

ccording to Serge Mokonyane, it was an attempt on the part of KRO to get
derly men involved in community affairs. “Some fathers were fairly conser-
ative; they did not want their wives to attend meetings. So we thought to

But people said they could not present domestic problems to these youngsters.

You cannot discuss problems like barren wives or husbands who cannot pro-

vide sexual satisfaction because the husband is always drunk, with a group of
youngsters. This type of thing could turn against KRO. So we purposefully
took a decision to get parents involved in the DC. Initially, it took a great deal
of convincing, because the people thought they were not educated enough to
conduct these things. Some people came forward in meetings, they offered
themselves to sit on the DC. These people had various backgrounds, there were
16 set criteria. At the other hand, the youth had some problem to let go their
handling of disciplinary matters. But in the end they were convinced to hand

over to older people.

The role of youth was now limited to summoning people to the meetings of
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a fair hearing, the DC was also used to settle all kinds of scores. “Peop}

dragged their neighbors to the court to settle some old feud. The civic was 116
equipped to deal with this kind of thing. I saw a group of comrades arrivi
to fetch someone in a house next to mine. He did not want to come and the
beat him up on the spot, quite severely*206

Moreover, even loyal critics of the proceedings of the DC were acute}
aware that the court would not take kindly to criticism. Several interviewes
mentioned the case of one activist belonging to this “workerist opposition
who had been critical of the consumer boycott and of the “kangaroo courts;
He was summoned before the DC, ostensibly because of some domestic issue
but in reality because the DC members wanted to teach him a lesson for hi
criticism. The case, however, was settled without resort to the whip.

The Emergence of a Political and Moval Community

To what extent was Kagiso in 1985-86 transformed into a political community
A community, not in the sense of residents sharing the same geographic
space, but of people sharing a common purpose. In interviews with many civi
activists from Kagiso, a clear sense of nostalgia transpired for the heady day
of people’s power. It was, on the one hand, a period of fear and heightene
repression; but on the other hand, residents shared a feeling of solidarity an
a sense of purpose that was not experienced either before or after this episode
Forging active political communities was a key element in the strategy of th
UDF and many civics, as can be seen from Ntlokoa’s 1984 strategy document,
in which he laments the lack of social cohesion.2%7 A civic, in his view, had t
move beyond a single-issue interest group of residents toward building a polit

ical community. One feature in the shaping of these political communities was
a sense of a shared destiny: a vision of a future society that was prefigured in |

attempts to establish an alternative hegemony.

The most visible manifestation of the emergence of an alternative hege
mony in Kagiso was the way in which youth tried to remodel the world of the
township. Once the youth became organized in the congresses, they provided
various services to the community. Help with the organization of funerals was
generally appreciated, although some parents, grieving over the loss of their

children, resented youth hijacking the burial ceremony from the family and

the church leadership. Youth also conducted cleanup campaigns and thought
of various means of embellishing the township. Apart from the practical pur-
pose of winning community support, these campaigns also served an ideo-
logical goal. People’s parks, baptized Nelson Park or Biko Park and adorned
with car tires painted with the names of fallen heroes, represented an effort to
reclaim ideological ground from the state. Graffiti proclaimed that the future

se the future and nothing can stop us.

enteen-year- . ndr
pr::ocplc.};lo Mono had been shot by police during the march of Munsieville

mothers to the police station while he was helping several women whc? hazi
been tear-gassed by police. Many funeralgoers were subsequ.ently detained,
including two Catholic nuns, Sister Bernard and Sister Christina.
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ould belong to the youth: “We are the world, we are the children” or “We
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Funerals offered an obvious platform for sym.bolic rr'lamfestatlons.. thls;
fact, was one of the arguments advanced by police against KR?l dur%rtltig e
jal. Police spokespeople claimed that KRO took over tl'le ﬁmef s;1v¥ hisrts
. banners, speakers, and crowds of funeralgoers wearing political T-shirts.

for the police, displaying these symbols of the s@gglc meant that KRO dlasl-1
pccted the solemnity of a funeral. KRO cxplamf:d that this was not e;tth
isrespectful, as people dress in a “uniform” according to the occasion. If the

ould
eceased was a member of a football team, the other team members w

| uttend the funeral in football T-shirts. If he was a trade union member, the
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er members would come in union T-shirts.

icti i outh
Police imposed strict restrictions on funerals, arguing that black y

: e the
exploited funerals to promote Jawlessness and violence and to advertise th

anned ANC and SACP with flags, banners, and slogans. Funeral processions
1 foot were banned. The ceremony was to be limited to the church and the

‘churchyard, with funeralgoers transported in motor vehicles. Political speeches
were bannc’d; the use of loudspeakers was not allowed. The number of mourn-

rs was limited, usually to four hundred, while nonblacks were banned from

icti walk-
participation altogether. The restrictions on numbers and the ban on
ing processions were frequently ignored, as in the

case of the funeral of sev-
old Joseph Mono, which was attended by about fifteen hundred

The ideological meaning of these symbolic manifestations was not lost on

outside observers. The Afrikaans Sunday paper R@ppoﬁ reported how d;lldr.cri
as young as twelve or thirteen had unleashed a reign of terror, applying Maots
revolutionary principles. They m:mnt:l :

ibed to businessmen how to run their ‘ ' cet
zgiking feature of this reign of terror was the “ominous quiet and order” “The

d street blockades, checked on taxis, pre-
businesses, and cleaned the streets. A

i i Jean. The fairly neat parks are
hildren clean the rubbish, keep the streets ¢ :
flaincd Biko Park, Nelson Mandela Park and “The Fallen Heroes? The stated

i ive than
goal of all these activities is to make clear that they are more effective

: 1
the town councils”??

Efforts to establish an alternative hegemony were apparen’tly fali mc;x;z
threatening to white domination than sheer anarchy. The peopl%s g;r s ;vthe
thus interpreted as clements in the alleged total strategy of thej arelsence
ANC to create “liberated zones?” The reporter spotted the ominous pr

of car tires not only in the parks but also in front of certain homes, notably at
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the house of a town councillor in Munsieville, where they obviously served a
purpose of intimidation. The report then went on to quote policemen and
politicians who equally emphasized the discipline that is apparent in this
“revolutionary onslaught” Leon Wessels, the National Party MP for Krugers-
dorp, believed that white South Africans could no longer claim to understand
the black man. “A new breed of black people has grown in South Africa, peo-
ple who do not fear death and who are prepared to die for what they regard
as freedom 7212

What made KRO into one of the more effective civics in the PWV town-
ships? Within its limitations, it managed to some extent to deliver the goods.
It preferred a nonconfrontational strategy, thus minimizing the risks to which
township residents were exposed, and it combined political radicalism with
some socially conservative features, as shown in the section on popular justice.

Rather than espousing calls to make the townships ungovernable, the civic

cpdeavorcd to create some order with the anticrime campaign and the provi-
sion of some kind of justice. Therefore, it performed socially useful functions.
In affidavits for the court case, many ordinary residents declared their support
for KRO.?! They described the civic as “an organisation which is chosen by
ic people and not appointed by the government;” and one that enjoys legit-
imacy among township residents. Also, the civic performed effectively as a
pressure group: “An example of this the last time when there was an intended
rent increase, they approached the authorities and negotiated with them as a
result of which there was no increase” Residents also expressed support for
KRO?s political role, striving toward “a more just society” in South Africa.
This fits well with Makgothlo’s own view of KRO’s function. He explained
KRO’s strategy in a meeting with KRO lawyers, who asked how he would
reply to the state’s charge that civics were conspiring with the ANC to make
South Africa ungovernable. KRO’s strategy relied on mobilizing large num-
bers but was not averse to dealings with authorities, who, after all, were
needed if the civic wanted to function. KRO took up issues “by havin;; mass
n.neetings - . . and making a hell of noise. Because of the pressure, things some-
times changed; there was the instance of a new hostel, and we said no hostels
bcf.orc' people had houses, and because of that pressure then houses started
springing up. . . . Houses are low quality with high rentals, but at least the hos-
tel came much later, after all these houses had been built, and then later on we
said all right, let’s talk 214
Makgothlo disputed that Kagiso was ungovernable. “People still go to the
offices, they still pay for their services, water and light, rent is still being paid
rubbish is still being collected” As further evidence, he added that unliké
Ale).(andra, Kagiso had not become a no-go area for the police. Out of a rotal
of sixty police homes in Kagiso, only three had become the target of arson.
The attacks were carried out against specific policemen, such as the one who
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was held responsible for the death of a child. Thirty-five black policemen were
still living in Kagiso, while by this time police in Alexandra had been forced to
- evacuate their houses. Rather than promoting ungovernability, KRO saw itself
- as providing some useful services and maintaining some semblance of order.
' Consumer boycotts were seen as a nonviolent tactic to seck redress for griev-
ances. While the local authorities were clearly seen as illegitimate, KRO took
a pragmatic position when it came to dealing with them.

It is a tribute to the responsible leadership of KRO that Kagiso was spared

some of the excesses, like necklacing, that bedeviled other townships. Winnie
Mandela made her notorious “matches and necklaces” speech in Munsieville
in April 1986. Speaking to about five hundred people in the Pentecostal Church
in Munsieville, Mandela exhorted the people of South Africa to join forces
to overthrow the government: “Together, hand in hand, with that stick of
matches, with our necklaces, we shall liberate this country”2!° Although she
was at this time still held in wide esteem, this particular piece of advice was not
taken up in either Kagiso or Munsieville.

On the other hand, one should not underestimate the insecurity and bewil-

derment felt by ordinary residents who were subjected to “revolutionary dis-
cipline” Resentment against arrogant and unruly youth transpires clearly from
many phone conversations between residents and Sister Bernard, as well as
from several affidavits and interviews. An illustration of this “balance of fear”
was given by a Kagiso woman in one of the affidavits: “I do fear the comrades

but only in the sense that they mete out punishment after decisions have been
taken by people’s courts, if people have been acting anti-socially. I however
fear the police more than I fear the comrades” Others professed that they
found cops and comrades equally frightening.

The construction of a political community was not just the work of the civic
leadership. Only under conditions of beleaguerment was Kagiso transformed
into an entity that can be regarded as a political community, closing ranks
against an external threat. Another necessary ingredient was a dose of ideo-
logical inspiration, in order to give a wider meaning to the bread-and-butter
concerns of everyday life. Local concerns obviously were the key issues in
recruiting support for the civics, but most of these issues could not be solved
on a local level: it was unavoidable to address the vital issue of control over
central state power. Moreover, the sense of belonging to a nationwide move-
ment was a vital element in the shaping of political communities. Organiza-
tion and ideology, key factors in the making of a political community, needed
to reach beyond the bread-and-butter issues of rents and transportation.?'® By
virtue of belonging to the UDF and sharing its vision of a more just and egal-
itarian socicty, the civics provided an ideological underpinning to otherwise
largely parochial concerns.

The term political community perhaps overemphasizes the political dimen-
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sions. Turning back to Kagiso, I would suggest that the forging of a politicaf
community can also be seen as the making of a moral community. Because o
the prevailing liberal and Marxist paradigms, the role of religion as motivat
ing force and source of legitimacy is often overlooked. As Chikane explains i
his autobiography, the dualistic world view in which the spiritual world is sep
arated from the social world does not accord with the African world view, No
only were the people of Kagiso involved in a battle against an oppressive state,
they were—in Chikane’s words—taking part in the “struggles between th
forces of righteousness (light) and unrighteousness (darkness)”217 The anti
crime campaign, the cleanups, and the social isolation of the police and th
town councillors all fit in with the endeavor to cleanse the township of evil
forces. The anticrime campaign was described as “cleansing the township o
thuggery. . . . We have actually ridden the township of youth drunkenness and
irresponsibility”?!8 By reaffirming family and community values, the Disci
plinary Committee served as moral beacon in these times of confusion.
Lawrence Ntlokoa’s diary provides a good illustration of the envisaged
moral order. While he observes that Christianity is used to preach resignation
he is not going to abandon the terrain of religion in order to fight a secular
political battle. On the contrary, he sets out to repossess the spiritual forces
from the fat clergy who have betrayed the cause of the poor. Christ is “the |
friend of the workers, who died for their cause” It was not only a political ide-
ology but also a religious belief that provided a source of legitimacy for the
civic leadership. This became evident on the first day of the bus boycott, when
the overwhelming success of the boycott was experienced as a moment of |
redemption: “Yah, God is on our side”
The envisaged moral and political order was egalitarian in terms of race and |
class. There is considerably more ambiguity with regard to gender and gen-
cration. Women at this time played a somewhat more prominent role in the
township than in the early 1980s, when they were not even taken into account
by the youthful activists who embarked on the first campaigns against rent
rises. But women remained largely confined to their role as mothers: a redef-
inition of roles was not really on the agenda. The DC enforced existing patri-
archal relations. In this sphere, although the committee provided an avenue
for women to call men to account, the DC operated as a conservative institu-
tion, guarding an entrenched system of social and moral values. Youth had
conquered new terrain for themselves, but they met the boundaries of their
newfound power when it came to dealing with the domestic matters of adults,
The DC was formed precisely to take over from the youth the function of dis-
penser of popular justice,
The youth who constructed the people’s parks and the elderly men who dis-
pensed people’s justice did not, in all likelihood, share the same vision of a

srure society. From the story of township revolt in Kagiso, it has becczime
Sbvious that there were limitations to the consensus Fhat §uppo§edly under-
y this political or moral community. People with z_&frlcams.t l_eanmgs did r:ﬁt
ognize the authority of the Disciplinary Comncc. Dl'ssxdcnts fror;vlC V;
orkerist opposition were excluded from the decision-making processt; o
embers who were critical of the consumer boycott and who approache cf
RO executive with the proposal to confer about an althnatxvc course o
on were told that there was to be no discussion. "‘Ifyou disagreed, it me:hnt
hat you were not supporting the struggle”2"? Critics were excluficd fron} the
onsumer Boycott Committee. They questioned not only the w1.sdom o | e
onsumer boycott, which involved a considerable degree of coercion, butl ZO
¢ process of decision making and the lack of accountabley. The civic lead-
ship made decisions, which were subsequently cndorscd' in mass meetings.
These emotional meetings did not provide a platform for discussion or minor-
ity positions. Critics, even when loyal to the cause, were pr{)mptly lal?e}cd r:;;;
tionaries: “It was simply not possible to disagree with majority decisions.
Criticism was also voiced about the ill-consi.dcred goals of thc.: consumer
boycott: the demands were a rather haphazard mix of local ax.ld national issues,
ome of a short-term nature and others, long-term. .Followx’ng the YCW tac-
tics, they would have preferred to concentrate on wmnable. issues as 2 r;lct;ni
of slowly building a more confident community. These critics bell.cvcal a;_
civics ought to concentrate their efforts on civic matters, not on natlzlrzi po
¥ itics. Only by focusing on the direct cveryd'ay concerns of r@ldans ;Za d civics
" hope to grow into strong grassroots Organizations. The boycott in giso was
called for an undetermined period without a chance of demands l.)emg n%;t
As a result, the campaign fizzled out without any'dcmon.strablc v1cto1('jy. e
bus boycott did not result in an improved bus service but in Qrcyhoun stop-
ping the bus service altogether. The civic lcadershlg gndcrcsumatc.d the pot:ln-
" tially divisive character of the boycott. The pohtlcal.commumty Pri)vc; a
fragile construction, which did not survive the de:tenuon of the civic leader-
ship. For the workerist critics, the phase of Kagiso’s transf.ormatlon m:lo a;
political community was a period in which they pr.ef.errcd to lie 10\"V. Sc‘\;c:l o
them were to play a leading role again when the civic was reconstitutec along

somewhat different lines in 1989.

Collapse and Resurrection, 1986—1991

From June 1986, KRO effectively ceased to function. The entire leadcrsm%\gas
in detention and would remain entangled in legal Proccdures for yearst.) erf
the Supreme Court declared their detention illegal in 1987, some mem t;rsﬂ;)

the executive were indeed released. But the day after the release, bo e
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rcle.ascd leaders and those still in detention were charged with subversion and’
§ed1tion. The released KRO leaders chose not to go into hiding but appeared
in court. The state asked for the defendants to be re-detained, but the judge
granted bail since the KRO leaders had demonstrated that th’ey would kcgp
themselves available. The terms of bail, however, entailed serious restrictions
Some members of the executive were restricted to the magisterial district o%
Kru.gcrsdorp, and others were not permitted to enter Kagiso or Munsieville
unF11.1988, when the charges against them were finally dropped. Some KRO
activists were not réleased until 1989. Some years later, an out-of-court settle-

fiﬁg:vvﬁﬁsdr;i;lzfjn? which the state agreed to pay substantial damages for

In addition to the members of the KRO executive, youth and student lead-
ers were taken into custody. According to KRO secretary Ntlokoa, more than
three hundred people were detained at some point during the Sta,te of Emer-
fc(;cncy. Others went underground and left the area or the country altogether.
Under the emergency, everything was immediately put down. As soon a;

somebody raised his head, the police would swoop in. The violence died
down when the emergency was declared ”22!

For Kagiso’s political community, conditions under the State of Emergency
ed to a “reversal of gains. Crime re-emerged very strongly. Now the com-
1des—those who had not been detained —were afraid of the gangsters??? In
the schools, teachers and principals reasserted their authority, although the stu-
| dent representative councils survived the State of Emergency. For the boycott
campaign against the town council elections in 1988, some trade unionists
| from Johannesburg were enlisted to help with the distribution of pamphlets.
 Only nine people were engaged in this campaign, trying to cover a township
of about seventy thousand inhabitants.?23
With the UDF effectively banned, COSATU moved to fill the void in the
political arena. The COSATU Third Congress in July 1989 resolved to rebuild
the Mass Democratic Movement around the “strategic alliance” of COSATU
and the UDF. The congress called on union members to be active in strength-
ening and rebuilding structures at national, regional, and local levels and
emphasized the need to build street committees.?2* It was this trade union ini-
tiative that led to civic revival in Kagiso. NUMSA (National Union of Metal-
workers) officials and shop stewards in Krugersdorp formed the Chamdor
Industrial Area Committee, which included six COSATU unions and two
NACTU (National Confederation of Trade Unions) unions.??® The area com-
mittee soon found itself involved in classic civic activities. In June, the Kagiso
Town Council announced a substantial increase in rent and service charges.
A week after this announcement, the area committee drew up a petition
opposing the rent increases and appointed a delegation to present the petition
to the town council. In July, about three hundred residents gathered in the
hostel in Kagiso I to hear a report-back on the delegation’s meeting. The hos-
tel dwellers were active participants in the area committee.

Meanwhile, the Chamdor Industrial Area Committee attempted to resolve
a conflict between activists of KRO and the Kagiso Civic Organisation (KCO),
which had launched protest action against rent increases in the new neigh-
borhood of East Park/Joshua Doore.26 For a short while, the rivaling civics
worked together in the Kagiso Interim Co-ordinating Committee (KICC),
but this broadly based committee did not bring an end to the divisions. KRO
activists resented KCO calling separate meetings and making separate attempts
to meet the town council.22” KCO, as a minority partner, worried about being
swallowed by “a multi-structural body” such as KICC, which represented
unions, students, and youth. It suspected that NUMSA acted as “an organ
of the ANC” and had been assigned the task of reviving civics in order to
establish Charterist hegemony. Plans to form one joint civic organization
foundered on long-standing distrust, personal rivalries, and the inability to
agree on a system of representation.??® The attempt to establish one civic for
all Kagiso residents finally faltered when KCO withdrew from the KICC.

7. Sister Mary Bernard Ncube meets a well-wisher on her release after sixteen months
1n detention, 19 October 1087. Photograph courtesy of Eric Miller.
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When thc' protests fjcu'led to stop the increases of rents and service charges,
those attending a meeting called by KICC on 30 July resolved to embark on &
rent boycott. After three subdued years, 1989 marked the revival of defiance;

In December 1989, residents staged a protest march to present their demands

to the city council. The list included a demand for the resignation of the Kag;

iso Town Council and for a new system of municipal government with a sin

gle tax base and a single administration for Krugersdorp and the townships.?
The boycott of rent payments and service charges was implemented in Decem-
ber, after the council had turned down a KICC proposal for a flat rate of 45
Rand for all houses. Some residents paid the flat rate, others stopped paying
altogether. This was the first organized rent boycott in Kagiso: previous
protests were limited to a refusal to pay the increases. As a result, Kagiso was
faced with further deterioration of services in 1990. Garbage co’llection was

suspended, while the electricity company ESCOM threatened to cut off elec-

tricity now that residents had stopped paying their bills. The rent boycott pre-
scnt.:ed the civic with a new problem: the main occupants of houses stopped

paying rent but were still charging rents from their subtenants. Most landlords
charged their backyard tenants around 30 Rand. The housing shortage had

become even more acute after the abolition of influx control in 1986, and the
3

Flumber of subtenants had increased spectacularly. Ike Genu estimated that
in 1990 over half the inhabitants of Kagiso were backyard tenants. The civic
decided to issue a guideline for the subtenants’ rents to be halved.23) Whether |

the guideline was respected is, of course, an open question.

Another familiar issue that posed itself before the fledgling interim civic
was transportation. Taxi owners, who had a monopoly after the cessation of
Greyhound bus services, had forgotten their carlier promises about reduced
fares for students and pensioners and consultation with the community about

fares. In mid-1989, the fares had again been increased, making taxis now sub-

stanqally more expensive than buses. When a meeting of KICC with the taxi :
associations produced no result, those attending a meeting of Kagiso residents :

decided on a taxi boycott. However, this boycott never took off. KICC
fou‘nd that the bus company PUTCO (Public Utility Transport Corpo‘ration)
Whlch also serviced various parts of Soweto, was willing to open a bus serv-,
ice between Kagiso and Johannesburg, but the town councils of Kagiso and
Mohlakcng (the Randfontein township) refused permission for the bus serv-
ice. The' town councillors presumably had an interest in the taxi business
either directly or through front men, and had no desire to undermine the taxi
monopoly.

In March 1990, one month after the unbanning of the ANC, KICC was
U@sfonned into a new civic organization, now called the Kagiso éivic Associ-
ation (KCA). It included some old KRO activists but also a significant element
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ot clear-cut ANC credentials, was the new chair. Tizza Moiloa became vice

‘aew civic had more elaborate structures than its predecessor. The new leader-

ship was critical of mass meetings as 2 forum for the decision-making process.

- Mass meetings now served only an informative function. For purposes of deci-

sion making and consultation, Kagiso was divided into seventeen blocks, with

cach block having a representative on the KCA Central Committee. This com-

. mittee, which was to meet every week, was the decision-making body. Apart
from the seventeen block representatives, the membership of the central com-
mittee included two delegates from each hostel and two delegates from every
affiliated organization such as student and women’s organizations, taxi asso-
ciations, and Jocal business associations. In the new setup and in a context
. where the ANC was heading for negotiations, the youth were no longer at the
center of civic activity. The emphasis on report-backs and mandates resulted
in a fairly cambersome procedure, with block representatives conveying the
majority opinion of their block. The decision by the KCA Central Committee
was then taken back to the block meetings, where it could be either confirmed
or overturned. The KCA constitution prescribed a registered and paid mem-
- bership, but this had not yet been implemented during my Visits in 1990-91.

' forcements being bused in from outside. Three hostel dwellers were killed.
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KRO’s former “workerist” critics. Because of the trade union influence dur-
g the revival process, the civic now had “more of a working class perspec-
e. . .. There is much emphasis on working with a proper mandate from the
«dents. Tt is less of an activist-led organization?*! Tke Genu, who had the

, Serge Mokonyane general secretary, and Lawrence Ntlokoa vice general
cretary. Other long-serving civic activists such as Joe Makgothlo and Ben
tsimane were chosen as members of the executive.

KCA did not become a UDF affiliate, but it joined the Civic Associations
£ the Southern Transvaal (CAST), which now operated as an umbrella for
vics, planning to join with regional umbrella organizations elsewhere into
national platform for civic associations, while the UDF was phasing out. The

232

Although South Africa was now heading for peace talks, the year 1990 was
the most bloody episode in Kagiso’s history. The township became engulfed
in the wave of violence that swept through the Transvaal when the power bat-
tle between Inkatha and the ANC was exported from the green hills of Natal
to the industrial heartland of the Witwatersrand. Patched together from news-
paper reports and interviews with several KCA leaders, the story of the hostel
war in Kagiso is roughly as follows. In August 1990, a fight between Zulu and
Xhosa migrant workers erupted in the hostel in Kagiso I, with Zulu rein-

KCA made an unsuccessful mediation attempt. Inkatha then took control over
the hostel and drove out the Xhosa and Sotho workers. The civic came to their
assistance, providing food and shelter in church centers. This was interpreted
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by Inkatha as a hostile act. The Kagiso residents were obviously siding wig
the Xhosas and were therefore on the side of the ANC. Nocturnal attacks frof
the hostel on neighboring houses left between forty and fifty people dead,
majonty of them ordinary residents without any polrtical affiliation.233 Wid
most of the original inmates driven out, both Kagiso hostels became Inka

bastions. Civic activists in Kagiso were adamant that the bloody events inf
August 1990 had nothing to do with tensions between residents and migrant§

but were planned and executed by outsiders. They claimed that violence fro:
Natal had spilled over to the Transvaal townships and was not the result of ter
sions that had been building up locally.

In May 1991, a new wave of violence engulfed Kagiso when more than
thousand armed hostel residents attacked the recently established squatte
camp Swanieville in a predawn raid. A total of twenty-seven people wer:
killed, and thirty more were injured; eighty-two shacks were burned down

A one-day stay-away called by KCA to commemorate the victims was about ¢

70 percent effective.23* The motivation for this attack was vague, but it seeme
to involve a dispute between the squatters and the owner of the farm (
Mr. Swanepoel) where the settlement had sprung up. Initially, squatters ha
been paying site rents to the farmer, but the allocation of sites had been take
over by a squatters’ committee, which then also began to collect rentals
Rumor spread that the owner had enlisted the help of hostel dwellers to driv
the squatters off the land.

Police stood accused of collusion in this attack. The day before the mas
sacre, a curfew was declared in Kagiso, although the township was perfect!
calm. On the same day, police raided the camp and confiscated weapons,
Newspapers posed the question of how nearly a thousand armed men coull

walk about five miles from the hostel to the squatter camp without being
noticed by police, yet immediately after the attack a large police force with

armored vehicles was on hand to escort the attackers back to the hostel
Inkatha admitted responsibility for the attack, claiming it was done in retali-
ation for the kidnapping of two Inkatha hostel dwellers.235 Qut of an esti-
mated one thousand attackers, only seven accused stood trial, and they were
acquitted for lack of evidence. While South Africa headed for a negotiated set-
tlement, Kagiso buried more victims than during the height of township
revolt in 1986. The hostels were the main source of violent conflict, but not
the only one.

For the first time, rivalry between ANC and PAC went beyond rhetorical
acrimony and an occasional skirmish. Two deadly encounters left much bit-
terness on both sides. In 1990, fights erupted between ANC youth and PAC
youth in Munsieville. The conflict originated as a dispute between two boys
about a girl, but the brawl soon attracted numerous youth. The fight left one
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on injured and one young man, an ANC adherent, stabbed to dc?th.. Then
ell broke loose, and PAC followers were forcec?. to leavF: Munsmvﬂle. In
1, when ANC and PAC agreed to work together in a Patriotic Front, peace

were conducted in Munsieville. It was agreed that the PAC followers
d return to their homes. Fresh problems erupted wben mcml?er's of the
C youth found out that peace had been concluded without their involve-

nent. Meanwhile, the PAC apparently celebrated the agreement as a triur.nph
nd reportedly boasted about their weapons, whereupon ANC youth decided

1 an expedition to seize those weapons, leading to anothef ANC-PAC ﬁgg;
is time 2 PAC member was stabbed to death. Co.oRera}uon l;ggwcen K¢

d KCO was becoming even more unlikely after this incident. '

A new boycott campaign in 1991 exposed new ﬁssure's in the community.
¢ civic had called a boycott against a fancy new .shopp.mg mall, whxc.h c;)lil—
ted sharply with the increasingly squalid C(?ndlnons in the. township. ?
omplaint was that the investor in this shopping center, the insurance com

pany Old Mutual, had not consulted with the civic and ‘that tax revenues from
the mall were flowing to Krugersdorp and not to Kagiso. The boycott had a
multifarious array of supporters and opponents. Among the ardent support-
ers of the boycott were small traders in Kagiso, \yho fc;?re.d the cor.npe;ltloxgl
from the big chain stores at the mall, and the taxi associations, which ealre
Josing customers if people would shop at the new mall rather than trave ;o
Krugersdorp. But the mall also had its adv.oc.atcs. People from Kagtl)so who
found work at this shopping center saw their )Qbs threatened by the o.ycott.f
Some residents were attracted by the lower prices ax'1d the greater variety 0f
goods. Unemployed youth provided a rcady‘rcservon' for "chc rccrultrgcrnt o
thugs by various parties involved. Several civic leaders received death thlfats,
and at least one was physically attacked. In different accounts, the death tc:ats
were said to be emanating either from unemployed youth or from members

of the ANC Youth League. No longer at the center of political life m Fhe tof“t/;l-
ship, youth felt sidelined and marginalized. Some of the core actlvcxlsts tc‘)i bc
1980s were also disillusioned, resenting the takeover of the civic leaders| ) pthy
some of their former critics. In 1990, Lawrcncc? Ntlokoa was no longer in the
forefront of civic activity. In 1991, he was running two shebeens.

Kagiso: A Reluctant Rebellion

agiso’s reluctant rebellion shows certain similarities? b-ut also
’sl;:ksz?)zzlitli \;gvith the youth rebellion in Sckhuk'huncla.nd. The civic had a
broad social base and a fairly representative leadership. Uphke the Sekhu.khunlc
youth, KRO had the capacity—albeit limitec!—t(? provide useful scgwces: t
could build on organizational experience acquired in church work, trade union
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the ANC members who were in power would.not ncglect' tbe conceiigs ttcl)f
rdinary people. At the same time, the temptation to use civics to bu lescs

C on a township level was great. Civics scqncd to provide a more ;)r *
cady-made network of grassroots activists, while the ANC experienced gre
roblems in setting up organizational structures. Proponents of the ;Euton;)?l};
| of civil society seemed to dominate the debate. But 1n r'cahty, the fate o _
ANC and the civics was inextricably linked. Ideally, civics should have expe
rienced a new boom in the more open and hopeful climate of t.he ca.rly 1’9905.
In practice, many civics virtually collapsed, as thc? ‘.‘orgz_ms of civil socxcty’dwc;rrc-
emptied into an ANC that now had to staff positions in govemmcn; and p
fiament at the national level, as well as at the regional and local level.

organization, and youth organization. Its leadership was well educated, but
not necessarily well-off. Some were employed; others were full-time activists.
Business was not represented on the civic executive, but KRO was not antag-
onistic toward local businessmen. It singled out just those businesses which
were owned or run by the town councillors.

Generational frictions came to the fore on numerous occasions, notably
in the complaints about excesses by youth in enforcing the consumer boy-
cott and in the initial stage of popular justice. But these are not as central in
Kagiso as in the story of the Sekhukhune revolt. On the whole, youth activ-
ity—with the exception of the tsotsi element—was fairly integrated into over-
all civic activity. KRO demonstrated that local issues provide a useful starting
point for popular mobilization, but its history also illustrates that issue-
oriented local mobilization does not easily result in sustained organization.
Most of its demands were marked by moderation. It is striking that Kagiso
residents kept paying rents throughout the 1980s, whereas most of the Soweto
residents ceased paying rents in 1986. If residents protested against rent
increases, they only refused payment of the increase. Radicalization of town-
ship politics was a product of the general atmosphere of insurrection and, in
particular, of the indiscriminate police brutality in the first months of 1986. But
even at the height of revolt, Kagiso did not behave as a “liberated territory™:
it had recourse to the courts of the apartheid state to restrain the security
forces. In this court case, the state alleged that community organizations such
as KRO were being used as tools in the liberation struggle in order to make
the townships ungovernable, to set up liberated areas, and to establish an
ANC presence. By 1986, KRO leaders indeed perceived the civic movement as
part and parcel of the liberation struggle, but their concern was not to make
the township ungovernable. On the contrary, they owed much of their pop-
ularity to their efforts to establish a new order, deriving its legitimacy from a
mixture of old values and new ideals.

As in Sekhukhuneland, socialist ideals of a classless society inspired an egal-
itarian ethos. Unlike Sekhukhuneland, Christianity also proved an obvious
source of inspiration and legitimation. By 199091, the civic movement in
Kagiso was struggling back on its feet, preparing itself for a new role under
changing conditions.

The debate on the future of civics took off in the context of a renewed inter-
est in the importance of autonomous organs of civil society. After the fall of
the Berlin Wall, this was a lesson repeatedly stressed by several leading ANC
and civic activists: civics and other organizations such as student representa-
tive councils ought not to be used as conduits for the ANC or in the future
as simple transmission belts for the ruling party. Civics were now being cast in
a developmental role and simultaneously in a watch-dog role, to ensure that
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CHAPTER FIVE where a Grassvoots staff mem-

r community

merous publications elsewhere in the country,
. often rendered assistance in the initial phase. .Most ot'he
ars were short-lived ventures, but Grassroots survived until 1990. .
‘Community issues were central to the raison d’étFe (?f the altema.mve prcsii
addressing community issues was not an end in .1tsclf. Hpus}xlng, tran -
itation, and jobs were more likely to awaken an interest in the avi;ag
ship resident than the Freedom Charter or Marxist classxcs..But ei)s-c
d-and-butter issues were a means to an end, stepping stones in a mobi-
stion process against racial and class 9pprc§sion. The Grassvoots dsitaff mli:;;
s did not perceive themselves primarily as )ourqahsts l?ut as media lZvor _
th the mission to promote and sustain collect1v§ act.lonc; Whl%c the ;om_
ercial press presumably anaesthetized its readc'rshxp with “sex, ;m, an 0?:ionc
r” the alternative media meant to empower their readers throug| proron1 ovg
jrganization. Once organized, people would be able to exert contr

eir own lives.

Who are “the people
give papers fought their courageous
roncepts has been explored in previo

for %

White BELLVILLE
Colored (M=Malay)
L hincan

Grassroots:
From Community Paper to
Activist Playground

¥
i

We had the spontaneous awakening of the working masses,
their awakening to conscious life and conscious struggle, and
a revolutionary youth, armed with Social-Democratic theory
and stramnmg towards the workers.

» and “the communities” in whose name the alterna-
bartles? The problematic nature of these
us chapters. In the Black Consciousness

Lenn

Media and Movements

M M .
tndian @ e R : \ KUILS RIVER

Irusep 10 BE samd JOKINGLY that the United Democratic Front in the West CAPETOWN

ern Cape was more media than movement. Media policy was central to th
UDPF’s overall strategy, but the Western Cape was most prolific in the media it
generated. This chapter explores the role of a pioneering initiative in the sphere . Taie
of alternative media, the community paper Grassroots in the Western Cape. it Ocean Mountain
A tabloid with a somewhat irregular cycle of publication, Grassroots might Reserve
at first sight appear rather inconsequential. It hit the streets about once a
month. Under its red masthead appeared a bold headline, exposing a scan-
dalous deed by the government or celebrating a heroic victory by the people.
“They’ll starve us to death,” exclaimed the story about a rise in the bread price.
“Afdakkaes to stay,” assured an article that explained how “the people” had
forced the town council to give in to their demand that residents be allowed
to build corrugated iron extensions onto their houses. On the inside pages,
it offered advice on penstons, divorce, and the prevention of diaper rash, it cel-
ebrated Charterist heroes of the 1950s; and it featured the everyday struggles
of ordinary people. But a lot of strategic planning and thinking preceded the
production of these pages. Grassroots, launched in 1980 as “the People’s Paper?”
was South Africa’s first community paper of this type. It became a model for
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Uhat, in practice, happened in the dilapifiated buildings where mcdia
ists and volunteers struggled to bring their paper more or less regularly
¢ streets? Was “the community” willing to devote their free Sgturday
oons to discussions about the most effective way of portraying :ecr)xt
ggles and the wider ramifications of the battle for more Washmg lines? rf
id they rather indulge in “sex, sin, and soccer”? Following the ‘P;,ttell;n .c;f
two previous case studies, this chapter fl'rst sets the scene vgt aT:e .
ription of the structural conditions prcYmhng in the Western Cape. e
troduces the agent which is central to this case study: a newspaper asac

fve organizer.

phase, these concepts were rather straightforward: they included all “oppresse
or “disenfranchised” people and excluded those who had chosen to work
the side of the oppressor. But when following a Marxist analysis, as beca
current in the 1980s, the conclusion that the oppressed did not necessa
share the same class interests was inescapable. Media activists in the 198
vacillated between these two positions. On the one hand, political loyalti
remained a crucial criterion, with a sharp dividing line between “us” 2
“them?” “Sellouts”~such as Indian and colored members of parliame;
African town councillors, or policemen—were not considered to be part
“the community” On the other hand, many media workers aspired to i
their readers with a working-class consciousness. Apart from its inhere
virtue in terms of Marxist doctrine, promoting class consciousness promi
an additional benefit in the conditions of the racially segmented Weste:
Cape: Africans and coloreds would find common ground if they identifi
with their position as workers. However, building alliances across racial
divides proved difficult. Grassroots was not successful in trying to bridge the
gap between coloreds and Africans.

The community papers targeted their audiences both in terms of “resi
dents” or “communities,” and in terms of “workers” Middle-class elemen
were encouraged to join forces with the working class and to accept “the lead
ership of the working class,” on the assumption that the interests of the two
classes were compatible. The issues that bound these communities togethe
were primarily negative in nature: opposition to rent increases, forced
removals, bus fare increases, police brutality. By developing a culture of resist
ance, the left-wing media were able to articulate these struggles in positive
terms.! The young intellectuals who invested such an extraordinary amoun
of energy in the alternative media strove to lift their working-class audience
beyond narrow parochial community concerns toward the class struggle. Bu
the class consciousness of the activists themselves was often a rhetorical facade
for youth protest against prevailing patterns of authority. Their media prod
ucts, more often than not, amounted to youth culture posing as class culture,
Moreover, for a “community paper” to foster “class consciousness” is a rather
problematic proposition. As explored below, Grassroots had for a number of

years a rather tense relationship with the main progressive trade unions in the |
Western Cape.

e Western Cape: Conditions and Actors

though Grassvoots was considered the model of a successful community
er, the communities it meant to serve are among the least homogerg:o:ls1
South Africa. In apartheid terms, the Western Cape was to be the uno 1c1il
homeland” of the colored people. Some 40 percent of th; roughly. thrccfnzh -
t\fm colored people lived in the Cape Penin.sula. The. mtroducnon'o the
~oloured Labour Preference Policy in the mid-19508 e.umcd at reducu;gh ;
ize of the African population. Under this policy, which was not abcj\; e
antil 1984, employers were obliged to give prcfercnc.e to color.cd labor. th1can
workers could be hired only if no coloreds were .avadgble. Africans were t cref
ore relegated to the most poorly paid and unskllled.]obs. The constrgcn;r\:v (;s
ily housing for Africans was virtually stéppcq. Since Cape TO-WF itse e
o be a white city, its colored and African mhabxtants' were forcibly rese e
on the uninviting sandy plains of the Cape Elats, with the most r.10t'or1(S)i1)1(
¢xample being the destruction of the multiracm.l .heart of ic city, Iilﬁtrblctt ts.
The Group Areas Act, designed to purge thc. cities .Of their blacl.< i ab i atnh ;
sused enormous social and psychological dlSl(?C&FlOIl. The social fabric ad
1d District Six together disintegrated when its 1nhab1ta‘nts wc(;c s'ca}:ttc:ch
over the Cape Flats, where a high crime rate went hand in han wg 15};) "
unemployment. For the Cape coloreds, the Group Areas Act was perhaps
iece of apartheid legislation. .
mozts}il;;c\ilxpclzgtrol b[;gan to coﬁapsc in the early 1980s, the size agd comPo:
sition of the Western Cape population, and of th.e Ca}pc Peninsula in pamcut
lar, underwent a drastic change. With a population increase of 26.4 pcrccnh
between 1080 and 1985, the population of the Cape Peninsula grew at ;ﬂ muc .
quicker pace than in South Africa as a whole (16.5 percent), due to }a;n “.nux acl>”
Africans. The “legal” African populatif)n had dccrcascd,‘but the “i Xct%osa
African population had increased conmdergbly. Most Africans wire Xhosa
speakers from the Eastern Cape, but the Africans themselves were far ir

In theory, the mission of the alternative press was clear: empowering peo-
ple to fulfill their part in the struggle for national liberation, and—in the eyes |
of many media activists— to prepare for a socialist transformation as well.
Most of the alternative papers preferred to look beyond the anti-apartheid *
struggle, taking the premise that racial conflict was merely a convenient cam-
ouflage for the real divide in South Africa: the class struggle.
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otest against a rise in tariffs. The boycott was effective both 'm'African and
ored areas, although the African townships showed more staying power.
_ The year 1980 was also a landmark in the growth of commumty organiza-
fons. The parent-student action committees that had been csta.bhshed at th.e
¢ of the school boycotts were transformed into civic and rcs‘ldents organi-
ions, where previously there had been little organization in the colored
. A rent increase in colored areas led to the formation of the Cape Areas

ousing Action Committee (CAHAC). The CAHAC congitution was Flcarly
pired by the Freedom Charter. Community organizations held their first
ass campaign in Mitchell’s Plain, a colored working-class area. In protest
Jinst a rent increase, mass meetings and house meetings were held, and
ivists went door-to-door collecting signatures for petitions.® Not only civics
t also youth organizations sprang up around these boyco'tts and undertook
ertly political programs. Young people who joined were given a c.rash course
the history of the ANC and the SACP, provided with le_aders.hlp training,
d brought into more theoretical discussion groups on dialectical ma.ter.lal.-
m. Grassvoots, launched in 1980, was meant to play the role of catalyst in 1ni-
tiating and strengthening community organizations.
To coordinate opposition to the new constitutional proposals and the
ornhof Bills, community organizations and trade unions combined to form
isorderly Bills Action Committee (DBAC), which was more broadly based
an Charterists only. This committee became notorious as an ineffective talk
shop, bogged down in ideological and personal differences. DBAC, nick-

amed the Disorderly Committee, fell apart when the UDF was set up.
CAHAC members, including Trevor Manuel, had attended the anti-SAIC
nference in Johannesburg in January 1983, where it was decided t.o work
toward a nationwide United Democratic Front. In May 1983, all major pro-
gressive trade unions and numerous community organizations attended a con-
| ference to discuss the formation of a Western Cape UDF. But thn‘thc
‘Western Cape region of the UDF was formally constituted in July, the unions
were absent.
By the time of the launch of the UDF, the honeymoon between progres-
sive trade unions and community organizations in the Western Cape was
» ready over. The strikes and boycotts of 1979—80,.which had gcncrated a
_community of activists, had played an important role in the f.ormatlon of com-
, munity organizations. The unions benefited from community support, while
the community activists became even more convinced of t.hc benefits of
alliance politics. But in the aftermath the unions were left with some ques-
tions. How would they keep workers’ control over Wor.kers’ struggl;s? Was
the boycott a good strategy (since it allowed community ‘orgamzaFlon‘s to
demand similar support for their struggles)? If community organizations

the “intellectual home of the left” The distinct ideological flavor of the We
ern Cape was often noticeable in wider UDF gatherings, where the compli
cated arguments on noncollaborationism forwarded by the Western Cap
delegation