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CENTRE FOR CIVIL SOCIETY 
RESEARCH REPORTS, 2006, VOLUME 1 

Introduction 

The March 2006 local government elections in Durban were neither free nor fair. 
There were two primary challenges to the ANC from within the poor and working 
class African constituencies that it claims as its own. In the shack settlements nestled 
into the valleys in the suburbs of Clare Estate and Reservoir Hills, longstanding 
ANC supporters were unhappy with their councillors Yakoob Baig and Jayraj Bachu 
and decided to boycott the election under the slogan ‘No Land, No House, No Vote’. 
Across town in Umlazi township, a group of longstanding ANC and SACP activists 
were unhappy with their councillor, Bhekisasa Xulu, and claimed that he had 
withheld ANC membership cards to engineer his re-nomination despite widespread 
unhappiness with his conduct. They decided to put up an independent candidate, 
Zamani Mthethwa, to oppose Xulu. In both instances the response to these refusals 
to toe the party line was brutal and illegal action. 

In the lead up to the election, armed shacklords in settlements including 
Lacey Road, Foreman Road and Burnwood sought to ban organising outside of 
party control on the threat of death. Systematic threats from the state reinforced the 
shack dwellers’ originary slogan of ‘we are on our own’. City Manager Mike 
Sutcliffe first banned a shack dwellers’ march on 14 November 2005, and while he 
continued to ban marches shack dwellers were subject to various incidents of illegal 
police assault and detention. Shack dwellers were able to garner the resources to 
take Sutcliffe to the Durban High Court on 27 February 2005. The Freedom of 
Expression Institute had repeatedly described Sutcliffe’s march bans as ‘illegal and 
unconstitutional’ and the judge quickly issued an interdict against the City and the 
police preventing them from interfering with the shack dwellers’ right to march. 
After their dramatic court victory, thousands of waiting shack dwellers left their 
settlements, into which they had been barricaded by police, and marched into the 
city in triumph. 

In Umlazi, supporters of the Mthethwa campaign claimed that there was 
widespread intimidation in the lead up to the election including death threats, 
assaults and whippings. They also alleged that there had been blatant fraud during 
the election.  

On the day after the election, Umlazi residents staged a small protest against 
the alleged electoral fraud. The Public Order Policing Unit shot dead a young 
woman, Monica Ngcobo, near the protest and shot and seriously wounded S’busiso 
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Mthethwa in his home. The police claimed that Ngcobo had been shot in the 
stomach with a rubber bullet but the autopsy showed that she had been shot in the 
back with live ammunition. 
 A new organisation called Women of Umlazi was formed and as its first act 
organised a large march on 31 March in protest against these police shootings. Komi 
Zulu and Sinethembe Myeni, SACP activists who worked closely with the organisers 
of the march, were later assassinated in separate carefully planned attacks. Others 
survived assassination attempts. MEC for Safety and Security Bheki Cele insisted 
that, aside from the police shooting of Ngcobo, none of the attacks were in any way 
political. Women of Umlazi responded by organising weekly mass meetings, 
attended by hundreds of residents, to which the Umlazi SAPS were invited. On 1 
June, the Umlazi SAPS entered Councillor Xulu’s fortified house and arrested two of 
Xulu’s employees for the murder of Komi Zulu. Thousands of residents of E-Section 
are now organising to ensure that there is a fair trail and to push for the arrest and 
prosecution of Xulu. 
 The police beatings of shack dwellers, and the drama of their court victory 
over Sutcliffe and triumphant march into the city, received considerable press 
coverage. This was probably because the drama began in an elite suburb, moved to 
the High Court and ended with the powerful spectacle of a sea of red shirts outside 
the City Hall. But there has been no sustained reflection on what this blatant 
suppression of basic constitutional rights means for democracy. There has been no 
action against Sutcliffe or the police.  
 The shootings and murders in Umlazi happened in a working class 
township far from elite eyes and have received limited media attention. Human 
rights NGOs and academics have been largely silent. Aside from Bheki Cele’s now 
infamous comment, there has been no statement on the Umlazi shootings from any 
politician. The scandal is that there is no scandal. Imagine the outcry if these political 
assassinations had happened in a rich white or Indian suburb like Westville or 
Reservoir Hills. Imagine the outcry if senior members of the ANC or business elite 
were being shot on a regular basis. It is clear that in South Africa the lives of 
ordinary people continue to count for very little in elite circles. It is equally clear that 
thirty years after the Soweto Uprising attempts are still made by those in power to 
resolve some political disputes, and in particular those in which ordinary people 
have a real stake, by men with guns. For as long as we remain collectively complicit 
in the general failure to take these facts seriously we fail to take our democracy 
seriously.

However, thousands of people are struggling, with renewed vigour, to 
redeem the promises of democracy. On 27 April 2006, thousands of Durban 
residents mourned South Africa’s first UnFreedom Day. In the weeks leading up to 
Freedom Day – the holiday commemorating South Africa’s first democratic elections 
on 27 April 1994 – a burgeoning coalition of Durban’s poorest residents had spirited 
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discussions about the irony of celebrating twelve years of ‘freedom’. Without decent 
houses, basic services, rights for informal workers, and unconditional access to all 
the resources of this land, these residents agreed that it would be more apt to mourn 
their ‘unfreedom’.  

In a 21 March meeting in Wentworth, flat dwellers and shack dwellers from 
over a dozen areas across Durban came together to discuss how the city’s clearance 
plans will affect them all. Those present lamented being chastised by officials for not 
‘taking ownership’ over their residences and neighborhoods. ‘How can people take 
ownership over rotten things?’, Des D’sa of the South Durban Community 
Environmental Alliance asked, explaining that the city council will not replace burst, 
rotten water pipes in poor areas, only patching them instead. Orlean Naidoo of 
Chatsworth argued that poor flat dwellers do not exist in the eyes of the 
municipality: ‘We are known to the city not as people but as ‘rental stock’. The 
‘rental stock’ exists, we don’t’. S’bu Zikode of Abahlali baseMjondolo (the ‘shack 
dwellers movement’) stressed that the struggle of those across the city is about 
numbers, and echoed calls for city-wide mobilisation. ‘To impress the city council is 
nothing. We must impress those who we lead’, Zikode argued. And so the 
discussion of a city-wide coalition began, and with it talk of a pro-active event to 
mark ‘UnFreedom Day’.  

Thus five weeks of intensive planning resulted in a vibrant four-hour 
programme at St John’s church in Clare Estate. The day drew Abahlali baseMjondolo 
members from 16 nearby shack settlements as well as settlements in Pinetown, 
Lamontville and KwaMashu along with Women of Umlazi, members of the 
Landless People’s Movement from rural KwaZulu-Natal, people from the flatlands 
of South Durban, Chatsworth, Marianridge, Merebank, Sydenham, Newlands, 
Albert Park and many other areas. Communities put forward a range of dance, 
music, theatre and oratory contributions. In a final performance, 20 children from 
Chatsworth crammed on the stage to re-enact a failed police attempt to evict one of 
their neighbours a few years earlier. The children seemed thrilled to be playing the 
parts of their parents, families and neighbours who had forcefully repelled the 
eviction.

The new work from Durban collected in this volume is not, in any way, claimed to 
be a comprehensive or authoritative description of the growing popular ferment in 
the city. But it does, we are confident, provide some stimulating lines of enquiry into 
some aspects of an expanding and developing set of resistances.  

Given the widespread attention focused on the young Abahlali baseMjondolo 
movement, it is particularly important to stress that the articles in the volume’s first 
section should not be read as definitive narratives of the movement; many other 
narratives could and should be told along with them. Just as the movement itself has 
faced various forces and contested certain terrain, the authors have, wittingly or not, 
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written against similar forces and contested ideas within related terrains. 
Commentators make choices, for instance, about whether to narrate the struggles in 
Durban’s shack settlements as: a local case of the situation facing over 1-billion shack 
dwellers who live in cities across the globe; fights stemming from the failure to 
recognize and redress historical land theft; resistance against conditions perpetuated 
by corrupt local politicians; or as any combination of these and other forces. These 
interpretations, in turn, may affect perceptions of the movement (from within and 
without) and shift the broader terrain on which it wages its struggles.   

Each article in the volume, as well as the section of photographs and 
captions, provides insight into particular economic, political and social aspects of 
Durban and other parts of KwaZulu-Natal. In their paper on the reworking of 
hegemony around access to water in Inanda, Alex Loftus and Fiona Lumsden 
explicitly explore ‘how dominant ideas come to be established in particular places at 
particular times’ (page 101). Each offering in the volume carries out similar 
explorations, enriched by historical analyses. Various terrains – and the contestations 
over them – are traced through recent history: civil society engagement around 
pollution and the Wentworth oil refinery, the livelihood strategies of Congolese 
refugees in Durban, black working class leadership and the Durban strikes, the 
shifting economic and spatial roots of the Aids pandemic, and the challenge of 
practicing social work as resistance to social control. Similarly, women from 
Kennedy Road, Foreman Road and Jadhu Place, Durban have documented scenes 
from their lives, narrating situations and challenges which are often left out of the 
terrain of social movements.   

We are grateful for core funding from the Mott and Ford Foundations in 
support of the Centre’s publishing and information dissemination programme. We 
also wish to thank Atlantic Philanthropies for their sustained support for 
undertaking, publishing and disseminating research on civil society.  And, of course, 
we are grateful to all our authors and to the generosity of the communities and 
movements that have invested so much time and energy in the production of this 
work. The value of this project will be determined by the degree to which they feel 
that this investment is being rewarded. 

Amanda Alexander & Richard Pithouse 
         Durban, July 

2006
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THE THIRD FORCE 

S’BU ZIKODE 
DURBAN
SBUZIKODE@GMAIL.COM 

The shack dwellers’ movement that has given hope to thousands of people in 
Durban is always being accused of being part of the Third Force. In newspapers and 
in all kinds of meetings this is said over and over again. They even waste money 
investigating the Third Force. We need to address this question of the Third Force so 
that people don’t become confused. 

I must warn those comrades, government officials, politicians and 
intellectuals who speak about the Third Force that they have no idea what they are 
talking about. They are too high to really feel what we feel. They always want to talk 
for us and about us but they must allow us to talk about our lives and our struggles. 

We need to get things clear. There definitely is a Third Force. The question is 
what is it and who is part of the Third Force? Well, I am Third Force myself. The 
Third Force is all the pain and the suffering that the poor are subjected to every 
second in our lives. The shack dwellers have many things to say about the Third 
Force. It is time for us to speak out and to say this is who we are, this is where we are 
and this how we live. The life that we are living makes our communities the Third 
Force. Most of us are not working and have to spend all day struggling for small 
money. AIDS is worse in the shack settlements than anywhere else. Without proper 
houses, water, electricity, refuse removal and toilets all kinds of diseases breed. The 
causes are clearly visible and every Dick, Tom and Harry can understand. Our 
bodies itch every day because of the insects. If it is raining everything is wet – 
blankets and floors. If it is hot the mosquitoes and flies are always there. There is no 
holiday in the shacks. When the evening comes – it is always a challenge. The night 
is supposed to be for relaxing and getting rest. But it doesn’t happen like that in the 
jondolos. People stay awake worrying about their lives. You must see how big the 
rats are that will run across the small babies in the night. You must see how people 
have to sleep under the bridges when it rains because their floors are so wet. The 
rain comes right inside people’s houses. Some people just stand up all night. 

But poverty is not just suffering. It threatens us with death every day. We 
have seen how dangerous being poor is. In the Kennedy Road settlement we have 
seen how Mhlengi Khumalo, a one year old child, died in a shack fire last month. 
Seven others have died in fires since the eThekwini Metro decided to stop providing 
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electricity to informal settlements. There are many Mhlengis all over our country. 
Poverty even threatens people in flats. In Bayview, in Chatsworth, a woman died of 
hunger earlier this year – she was fearing to tell the neighbours that she had no food 
and she died, alone. 

Those in power are blind to our suffering. This is because they have not seen 
what we see, they have not felt what we are feeling every second, every day. My 
appeal is that leaders who are concerned about peoples’ lives must come and stay at 
least one week in the jondolos. They must feel the mud. They must share 6 toilets 
with 6 000 people. They must dispose of their own refuse while living next to the 
dump. They must come with us while we look for work. They must chase away the 
rats and keep the children from knocking the candles. They must care for the sick 
when there are long queues for the tap. They must have a turn to explain to the 
children why they can’t attend the Technical College down the hill. They must be 
there when we bury our children who have passed on in the fires, from diarrhoea or 
AIDS.

For us the most important struggle is to be recognised as human beings. 
During the struggle prior to 1994 there were only two levels, two classes – the rich 
and the poor. Now after the election there are three classes – the poor, the middle 
class and the rich. The poor have been isolated from the middle class. We are 
becoming more poor and the rest are becoming more rich. We are on our own. We 
are completely on our own. 

Our President Mbeki speaks politics – our Premier Ndebele, and Shilowa in 
Gauteng and Rasool in the Western Cape, our Mayor Mlaba and mayors all over the 
country speak politics. But who will speak about the genuine issues that affect the 
people every day – water, electricity, education, land, housing? We thought local 
government would minimise politics and focus on what people need but it all 
becomes politics. 

We discovered that our municipality does not listen to us when we speak to 
them in Zulu. We tried English. Now we realise they won’t understood Xhosa or 
Sotho either. The only language that they understand is when we put thousands of 
people on the street. We have seen the results of this and we have been encouraged. 
It works very well. It is the only tool that we have to emancipate our people. Why 
should we stop it? 

We have matured in our suffering. We had a programme to find a way 
forward. Our programme was to continue with the peaceful negotiations with the 
authorities that first started ten years ago. But our first plan was undermined. We 
were lied to. We had to come up with an alternative plan. 

The 16th of February 2005 was the dawn of our struggle. On that day the 
Kennedy Road committee had a very successful meeting with the chair of the 
housing portfolio of the executive committee of the municipality, the director of 
housing and the ward councillor. They all promised us the vacant land on the Clare 
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Estate for housing. The land on Elf Road was one of the identified areas. But then we 
were betrayed by the most trusted people in our city. Just one month later, without 
any warning or explanation, bulldozers began digging the land. People were excited. 
They went to see what was happening and were shocked to be told that a brick 
factory was being built there. More people went down to see. There were so many of 
us that we were blocking the road. The man building the factory called the police 
and our local councillor, a man put into power by our votes and holding our trust 
and hopes. The councillor told the police, ‘Arrest these people, they are criminals’. 
The police beat us, their dogs bit us and they arrested 14 of us. We asked what 
happened to the promised land. We were told ‘Who the hell are you people to 
demand this land?’ This betrayal mobilised the people. The people who betrayed us 
are responsible for this movement. Those people are the second force.  

Our movement started with 14 arrests – we called them the 14 heroes. Now 
we have 14 settlements united together as abahlali base mjondolo [shack dwellers]. 
Each settlement meets once a week and the leaders of all the settlements meet once a 
week. We are prepared to talk but if that doesn’t work we are prepared to use our 
strength. We will do what ever it costs us to get what we need to live safely.  

We have learnt from our experience that when you want to achieve what 
you want, when you want to achieve what is legitimate by peaceful negotiations, by 
humbleness, by respecting those in authority your plea becomes criminal. You will 
be deceived for more than ten years, you will be fooled and undermined. This is 
why we have resorted to the streets. When we stand there in our thousands we are 
taken seriously. 

The struggle that started in Kennedy Road was the beginning of a new era. 
We are aware of the strategies that the police are coming with to demoralise and 
threaten the poor. We don’t mind them building the jails for us and hiring more 
security if they are not prepared to listen to what we are saying. It is important for 
every shack dweller to know that we are aware of what is happening in Alexandra 
in Johannesburg, in P.E., in Cape Town. We know that our struggle is not by itself. 
We have sent our solidarity. We will not rest in peace until there is justice for the 
poor – not only in Kennedy Road; there are many Kennedy Roads, many Mhlengis, 
many poor voices that are not heard and not understood. But we have discovered 
the language that works. We will stick with it. The victims have spoken. We have 
said enough is enough. 

It must be clear that this is not a political game. This movement is a kind of 
social tool by which the community hopes to get quicker results. This has nothing to 
do with politics or parties. Our members are part of every political organisation that 
you may think of. This is a non-political movement. It will finish its job when land 
and housing, electricity and basic services have been won and poverty eliminated. It 
is enough for us to be united until our people have achieved what is wanted – which 
is basic. But until that is materialised we will never stop.  
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The community has realised that voting for parties has not brought any 
change to us – especially at the level of local government elections. We can see some 
important changes at national level but at local level who ever wins the elections will 
be challenged by us. We have been betrayed by our own elected councillor. We have 
decided not to vote. The campaign that has begun – ‘No Land, No House, No Vote’- 
is a campaign that has been agreed upon in all 14 settlements. 

We are driven by the Third Force, the suffering of the poor. Our betrayers 
are the Second Force. The First Force was our struggle against apartheid. The Third 
Force will stop when the Fourth Force comes. The Fourth Force is land, housing, 
water, electricity, health care, education and work. We are only asking what is basic 
– not what is luxurious. This is the struggle of the poor. The time has come for the 
poor to show themselves that we can be poor in life but not in mind. 

For us time has been a very good teacher. People have realised so many 
things. We have learnt from the past – we have suffered alone. That pain and 
suffering has taught us a lot. We have begun to realise that we are not supposed to 
be living under these conditions. There has been a dawn of democracy for the poor. 
No one else would have told us – neither our elected leaders nor any officials would 
have told us what we are entitled to. Even the Freedom Charter is only good in 
theory. It has nothing to do with the ordinary lives of the poor. It doesn’t help us. It 
is the thinking of the masses of the people that matters. We have noted that our 
country is rich. More airports are being built, there are more developments at the 
Point water front, more stadiums are being renovated, more money is floating 
around, even being lent to Mugabe. But when you ask for what is basic you are told 
that there is no money. It is clear that there is no money for the poor. The money is 
for the rich. We have come to the decision of saying ‘enough is enough’. We all agree 
that something must be done. 

S’bu Zikode is the elected chairman of the Abahlali baseMjondolo 
[Shack dwellers] movement. 
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‘OUR STRUGGLE IS THOUGHT, ON THE GROUND, 
RUNNING’: THE UNIVERSITY OF ABAHLALI
BASEMJONDOLO1

CENTRE FOR CIVIL SOCIETY RESEARCH REPORT NO.40 
RICHARD PITHOUSE2

CENTRE FOR CIVIL SOCIETY, UNIVERSITY OF KWAZULU-NATAL 
PITHOUSER@UKZN.AC.ZA

The Centre for Civil Society publishes and distributes regular peer reviewed 
research reports in order to stimulate debate and reflection in civil society. Most of 
these research reports are work in progress and are later formerly published in 
academic books and journals although some are republished with permission. We 

1 The quote is taken from a comment made by S’bu Zikode at a meeting at the Kennedy Road settlement, 
15 March 2006. I have heard two explanations of the origins of the word umjondolo. The first is that this 
initially colloquial word for shacks comes from John Deere – the first shacks built in Durban when white 
control of the city began to falter in the 1980s were made from discarded and then salvaged and traded 
packing crates for John Deere tractors. This origin of the word is thought to speak to life lived from within 
detritus. The second explanation, which Mark Hunter has brought to my attention, is that umjondolo has 
an older origin and comes from the word umjendevu, which means spinster, and speaks to the settlements 
as sites of gendered transgression. The transgression inheres in the fact that settlements, against apartheid 
rules that largely reserved access to the city to male migrant workers, enabled women to become migrant 
workers outside of life in domestic labour and, thereby, enabled a new degree of access to city life by 
umarried women. 
2 Thanks are due, in different ways and degrees, to the African Studies and History Seminar at UKZN,  
Ivor Baitjies, Richard Ballard, Jacob Bryant, Mark Butler, Ashraf Cassiem, George Caffentzis, System Cele, 
Sharad Chari, Des D’sa, Simon Delany, Ashwin Desai, Jane Duncan, Shereen Essof, Nigel Gibson, Sally 
Giles, Gill Hart, M’du Hlongwa, Ike’s Books, Lungisani Jama, Vashna Jagarnath, Na’eem Jeenah, Thandi 
Khambule, Fazel & Sajida Khan, Sibongile Khoza, Naomi Klein, Steph Lane, Martin Legassick, T.N. 
Lembede, Mandisi Majavu, Bheki Mcwango, M’du Mqulunga, Reggie Mkhize, Mabogo More, 
Nonhlanhla Mzobe, Orlean & Pinky Naidoo, Andrew Nash, Mnikelo Ndabankulu, Chazumuzi Ngcobo, 
Nkosinathi Ngcobo, Princess Nhlangulela, Fikile Nkosi, Zelda Norris, Max Ntanyana, Aoibheann 
O’Sullivan, Raj Patel, Kathleen Pithouse, Pravasan Pillay, Helen Poonen, Shanta Reddy, Peter van 
Huesden, Salim Vally, Liv & Xolani Shange, Anna Weekes, Cosmos Wella, Cindy and S’bu Zikode, 
Philani Zungu and hundreds of Abahlali, some of whose names I don’t even know, for courage, 
comradeship, commitment, generosity, ideas, insight and patience with my faltering Zulu. Special thanks 
to the Kennedy Road Development Committee for 16 March 2006 – the real graduation ceremony. Further 
thanks to Sharad Chari,Vashna Jagarnath, Dan Moshenberg and Raj Patel for invaluable comments on the 
ridiculously long first draft of this paper. A section of this essay draws on work previously published in 
Monthly Review.
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publish work from a range of ideological perspectives and the views presented in 
these research reports are not necessarily those of the Centre. Some of the reports are 
the outcome of research funded by the Centre but many have been researched and 
written with complete independence from the Centre. All the Centre's research 
reports and other publications are available online at http://www.ukzn.ac.za/ccs. 
Hard copies of these reports can, on request, be posted to university and other 
libraries in the global south at no cost. 

ISBN No: 1-86840-630-X 
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[T]he thing becomes man during the same process by which it frees itself. 
- Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth 

[T]he inception of a politics – of its statements, prescriptions, judgements and 
practices – is always located in the absolute singularity of an event. 

- Alain Badiou, Metapolitics 

What social democracy has not given the order to fire when the poor come out of 
their territory or ghetto? 

- Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari, What is Philosophy? 

Abahlali baseMjondolo, the Durban shack dwellers’ movement is, at the time of 
writing, a year from its founding event. In this year the Abahlali have withstood 
systematic state repression, including 84 arrests on criminal charges, to grow from a 
struggle begun by a few hundred people in one settlement to a movement that has 
mobilised tens of thousands of people in settlements across the city. The Abahlali are 
committed to the day to day practice of democracy where people live. They have 
democratised settlements, created political autonomy resolutely independent of 
political parties and the state, introduced all kinds of innovation into popular 
political culture, won space for shack dwellers’ voices in elite publics and forced the 
eThekwini Municipality’s slum clearance policy into a legitimation crisis. However, 
the various levels of ANC government are determined to limit democracy to the 
stage managed spectacle of elections and to stigmatise the popular practice of 
democracy as anti-national. There is a battle on. 
 The material lines across which this battle is waged are not new - Frantz 
Fanon called the shanty town the gangrene of colonialism and the colonial city was 
often in part a displacement of the European slum. There is a history here. There is 
also a future. Mike Davis’s apocalyptic polemics have recently alerted many to the 
fact that almost a billion people now live in shack settlements and that the number is 
growing rapidly in absolute and relative terms. Davis reports the material conditions 
of many (although certainly not all)3 shanty towns accurately – many people do 
make their lives in dense conglomorations of flimsy structures built on shit amongst 
pollution and always at risk from diarrhoea, fire and governments. But Davis 
generally fails to represent the humanity of shack dwellers and sometimes collapses 
into the enduring reality of outright racism.4  Both the scale of the growth of the 

3 Even within Durban, and within neighbourhoods in Durban, there is enormous variation in the material 
conditions of settlements.  
4 This emerges in Planet of Slums (Verso, London, 2006) where he uncritically repeats accounts from 
anthropologists, USAID etc in which Africa is seen through the bizarre prejudices of imperial eyes. It is 
often people who live in slums, rather than the people working for the institutions that Davis claims 
produce the slum, who appear as perverse and even demonic. 
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shanty town in the post-colony and Davis’s confident assumption that he can be left 
without taking the thinking of the objects of his research seriously means that Davis 
retrospectively haunts Fanon’s ultimate optimism. But the enduring liberatory 
power of Fanon’s radical humanism also haunts Davis. While Davis tells his readers 
that it is structural adjustment that produces the rapid growth of contemporary 
slums his methodology is not sufficiently dissimilar to that of the World Bank, UN, 
donor agencies and their consultants. He certainly departs from their consensus in 
that he sees poverty as an historical rather than an ontological condition. But, like 
the consultants, Davis aims to be a scientist, a subject gazing down at objects, rather 
than a partisan and hence a subject amongst subjects. He is just plain wrong to 
believe the consultants and their surveys and to argue that the left is missing from 
the slum. He is equally wrong to assume, as he does, that the left, the left of the 11th

thesis, the left of the battles that are always already on, is missing from the academy. 
In Lagos, in Istanbul, in Sao Paulo, in Bombay there are people who write in the 
mode of the academy from within resistances – from within militant engagement in 
particular collective openings, questionings and movements - that no counting or 
theorising from above in the name of the global that is not attentive to the lived 
experience of the singularities of situations will ever be able to measure or 
contemplate.
 Against the dominant objectifying modes of writing about the contemporary 
slum which are overwhelmingly governmental, and occasionally anthropological, 
Slavoj Zizek wonders about the future of thinking in the slum: 

It is…surprising how far they confirm to the old Marxist definition of the proletarian 
revolutionary subject: they are ‘free’ in the double meaning of the word, even more 
than the classical proletariat (‘free’ from all substantial ties; dwelling in a free space, 
outside the regulation of the state); they are a large collective, forcibly thrown into a 
situation where they have to invent some mode of being-together, and 
simultaneously deprived of support for their traditional ways of life…The new forms 
of social awareness that emerge from slum collectives will be the germ of the 
future….5

Shiv Sena, or, much less dramatically, the many varities of slumlordism must be used 
to throttle any speculative optimism in its cradle. But the recognition that the 

5 Slavoj Zizek, ‘Knee Deep’ London Review of Books, Vol. 26, No. 17, 2 September 2004. Thanks to Ashwin 
Desai for passing Zizek’s article on to me. Because work undertaken in or from the slum is so often 
outside of wage labour, or structured through bits and pieces of temporary waged work, the shack 
dweller is often, as Eric Hobsbawn observes of the often radical shoemaker, ‘unusually mobile…(and 
distinguished from other poor people by) his contact with large numbers of humble people and 
independence from patrons, wealthy clients and  employers’. Uncommon People Abacus, London, 1988 p. 
43. Moreover in many places slums are also highly diverse in terms of ethnicity and place of origin and 
this too can necessitate collective social innovation, whether progressive or reactionary. 
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political intelligence of slum dwellers will matter is important and enables radical 
avenues of thought to move against the objectification inherent in most academic, 
donor and institutional research. 
 People have often suffered nasty, brutish and short lives in slums. There is 
truth in the accounts of Charles Dickens, Chris Abani or Lesego Rampolokeng’s taut 
refutation of romantic retellings of Jim comes to Jo’burg: 

Johannesburg 
Johannesburg my city  
Dreams come here to die6

But from Paris to Kingston and Johannesburg, the slum, including its largest 
contemporary avatar the shack settlement, has also been a site where subaltern 
autonomy can achieve critical mass enabling the production of political and artistic 
innovation of world historical significance. Although the shack settlement has at 
times had an aspect of the maroon society making autonomous and sometimes 
creative livelihoods outside of wage labour possible (healer, musician, hair dresser, 
beer brewer, organiser, dress designer, trader, prophet, shoe maker, cook, etc) - and 
has often provided women with a degree of autonomy not possible in the rural 
family, the factory or domestic work - the social innovations emerging from the 
shack settlement to challenge the state have often been about modes of governance 
rather than labour. For example, in his study of the resistance, and then complete 
defeat in 1977, of the Modderdam Road settlement in Cape Town, Andrew Silk 
observed that ‘Most worked under white employers by day and defied white 
officials at night’.7 Similarly Partha Chatterjee shows that The People’s Welfare 
Association in Rail Colony Gate Number One, Calcutta is organised by people 
working as day labourers and household help but springs from ‘a collective 
violation of property laws and civic regulations’.8 Shack dwellers have often 
accepted appalling conditions in waged and unwaged work while simultaneously 
fighting major political battles to stay in cities and to democratise decision making in 
and with respect to their communities. Thinking about the shanty town requires, as 
Fanon noted with respect to the colonial city, that Marxism be stretched. 
 Colonial power understood very well that nodes of low cost high return 
extraction to the metropole required a social subsidy for the reproduction of labour. 
Hence Cecil John Rhodes preferred that the natives be kept in reserves where 
subsistence farming could enable survival without a living wage. But labour is no 
longer difficult to obtain. This means that official discourse does not often need to 

6 Lesego Rampolokeng ‘Johannesburg’ The Half Ranthology Shifty Music, Johannesburg 2004 
7 A Shanty Town in South Africa: The Story of Modderdam Ravan Press, Johannesburg 1981 p.15. 
8 The Politics of the Governed: Reflections on Popular Politics in Most of the World Permanent Black, Delhi, 2006 
p.59. 
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recognise that there is a degree of interdependence between shack settlements and 
the high security theme parks in which the rich increasingly live, work, play and 
shop. There is also seldom any recognition that shack settlements sustain so many 
rural families via remittances.9 In the discourses and policies issuing from elite 
publics the settlements are seen, primarily, as spaces where human detritus has 
washed up. So from Bombay across to Nairobi and down to Harare and Durban 
shack settlements are under violent assault from the state. 

Some fragments of a history of the left in Durban’s slums
Durban was founded in 1835 and after rapid growth in the manufacturing industry 
in the 1920s became the second largest city in the country in terms of both the size of 
its economy and its population. Today the Municipality estimates that over 800 000 
of the city’s 3 million inhabitants live in what it used to call ‘informal settlements’10

and is beginning to call, in a return to the older language of colonialism, slums.11

Shack settlements began to be constructed here following the loss of land and the 
imposition of various taxes after the destruction of the Zulu Kingdom by English 
colonialism in 1883 and, at the same time, the movement into the city of Indian 

9 In South Africa is is also not unusual for shack dwellers to be sustained by remittances from rural 
relatives with state pensions while looking for work or in bad times. But once an income is achieved 
remittances tend to follow the more typical pattern of moving from the city to the rural village or 
homestead. 
10 Pearl Sithole develops an excellent critique of how the general academic failure to approach the elite 
consensus that certain forms of life are ‘informal’ and others ‘formal’ critically, or even thoughtfully, 
inscribes relations of domination into the structure of thought. See her ‘Defining the Meeting Zone: 
Institutional and Community Imperatives Regarding the Informal Sector in Durban’ in Governance, Urban 
Dynamics and  Economic Development: A Comparative Analysis of the Metropolitan Areas of Durban, Abidjan and 
Marseilles Edited by Antoine Bouillon, Bill Freund, Doug Hindson and Benoit Lootvoet, Plumbline, 
Durban, 2002. The power of the discourse of informality is explicitly recognised by some people in power. 
In November 2005 ANC eThekwini city councillor Fawzia Peer phoned into a programme on Radio Al
Ansaar on which people forcibly removed from the Lusaka settlement were being interviewed by Farhana 
Loonat, to insist,  and hysterically so, to shack dwellers that: ‘You must stop talking about shacks. You 
must call them by their proper name – informal settlements’. In this case part of the work done by the 
ascription ‘informal’ is to present settlements that may be up to 30 years old as temporary arrangements 
with no depth of attachment to place or community and therefore with no rational right to resist 
‘relocation’. Later, another caller phoned in to point out that the station’s swanky new premises were on 
the land from which another settlement had been relocated two years previously. At that point the station 
manager burst into the studio to try and take over from Loonat. She held her ground with a firm gaze 
muttering ‘madarchod’ under her breath. 
11 This discursive regression is not a local degeneration. It follows the lead of the United Nations Human 
Settlements Programme, Habitat. Nevertheless the virulent enthusiasim with which it has been taken up 
is astonishing. The discursive common sense around ‘informal settlement’ assumes that it is something 
that needs to be developed while the assumptions around ‘the slum’ are that it is something that needs to 
be ‘cleared’ (away). 
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workers who had completed their indenture on sugar plantations.12 Bill Freund 
writes that ‘activities which were outside the law flourished and involved people of 
all colours’.13 Colonial authorities soon acted against the settlements and to legally 
entrench racial segregation with a view to ‘reducing illegal liquor traffic, theft, 
assault, and the risk of fire, to protect health standards and to maintain property 
values’.14

 In 1923 a policy of Influx Control was implemented to prevent Africans from 
moving to cities, to force those (mostly men) with permits to inhabit segregated 
workers’ quarters and those without permits to leave. It stayed, in different versions, 
on the statute books until 1986. In 1929 and 1930 there were all kinds of, at times 
insurrectionary, resistances – some strongly connected to the famous Industrial and 
Commerical Workers’ Union of Africa (ICU). Important concessions were won and 
by the 1930s there were thousands of Africans and Indians as well as coloureds and 
a few whites living in shacks in the largest settlement known as Cato Manor in 
English and Umkhumbane in Zulu. Umkhumbane was on the hills rolling down from 
behind the University of Natal which is up on the ridge overlooking the city. For a 
while it was tolerated as the Imperial war economy required more labour15 but 
serious conflict erupted in 1949 between Indian landlords and African tenants 
denied the right to own property. By this time there were close to 70 000 people 
living in the shacks. The initial response of the City was to provide basic services 
within the settlement – ‘roads, stormwater drainage, street lights and ablution 
blocks….Sites were also made available for schools, churches, community halls, 
sports grounds, crèches, shops’16 and low interest loans were provided for building 

12 In 1960 R.G.T. Watson, former General Manager of the Tongaat Sugar Company, wrote, without regret, 
that in the 1920s ‘Flogging…was accepted as the traditional and most effective method of getting work 
out of coolies and kaffirs and of maintaining plantation discipline’. Hutchinson, London, p. 149. It is 
hardly surprising that so many chose the autonomy of the shanty town over re-indenture. Tongaat is now 
Moreland and is listed on the London Stock Exchange. Since 1909 the company has sought to set the 
agenda for the city’s spatial planning and since 1989 it has successfully done so through a set of formal 
planning processes. In the post-apartheid era this is justified as a ‘public-private partnership’. Obed 
Mlaba worked there before becoming Mayor and, as Mayor, contracted Moreland to plan land use and to 
manage the uShaka themepark recommended by Moreland consultants and largely built and sustained 
with public money. 
13 Insiders and Outsiders: The Indian Working Class of Durban 1910-1990 University of Natal Press, 
Pietermaritzburg, 1995 p. 34. 
14 Maarsdorp & Humphries From Shanty Town to Township, p. 11. This quote, like so much of the discourse 
in this regard, is utterly indistinguishable from much of the language used to justify forced removals in 
2006 and those looming in preparation for the 2010 Football World Cup. 
15 In Johannesburg the African movement into the city tolerated during the Second World War led to the 
formation of a shack dwellers’ movement, Sofasonke (we suffer together) under the charismatic leadership 
of James Mpanza. In March 1944 Mpanza led more than ten thousand people to occupy land in a suburb 
called Newclare. A further six occupations were staged. These shack settlements were later formalised 
and became Soweto. See Silk, A Shanty Town in South Africa, p. 65-66. 
16 Gavin Maarsdorp & A.S.B. Humphreys From Shantytown to Township Juta, Cape Town, 1975, p.17. 
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and upgrading shacks. For a while Umkhumbane flourished and its urban 
cosmopolitanism produced everything from its famous izitbane community, where 
homosexual marriage was pioneered in South Africa, to all kinds of musical 
syntheses that have clear trajectories into the present. But in March 1958, with the 
population at 120 000, and the apartheid state achieving its full power, the Durban 
City Council, working within a colonial academic and policy consensus with a 
global reach,17 began a ‘slum clearance’ project that forcibly removed shack dwellers 
to racially segregated modern townships on the periphery of the city. It was justified 
in the name of increasing property values, reducing crime and improving health and 
hygiene.  
 Forced removals were militantly opposed, primarily on the grounds that 
transport costs from the new townships to work were unaffordable. In 1959 
demonstrations in the settlements stopped the evictions three times. There were 
moments when the resistance was clearly organised and articulated as a women’s 
project18 and Women of Cato Manor19 issued a direct challenge to the state, 
patriarchial relations in the settlement and the lack of militancy from the ANC 
Women’s League. In November there was a mass boycott of the municipal beer hall. 
As the conflict escalated lives were lost. In January 1960 6 000 people marched into 
the city. Protest in and around the settlement had been tolerated to a degree but the 
moment the shack dwellers went into the city that toleration was withdrawn. The 
army was brought in and resistance crushed. The mass evictions were largely 
completed in August 1965. Other shack settlements in the city were also razed 
despite resistance with the mostly Indian Tin Town on the Springfield Flats being 
cleared by 1964. A co-operative research project between the Durban Corporation’s 
Department of Bantu Administration and the University of Natal aimed at assessing 
the capacity of relocated shack dwellers in the new segregated townships to pay for 
services concluded that ‘the policy of rehousing Africans in townships on the urban 

17 It is important to note this fact because it is now routinely assumed that the City Council’s policies 
towards shack dwellers must be highly commendable because they are informed by a global academic 
and policy consensus and are therefore ‘world class’. People who trade in this way of thinking seem 
uniformly uninterested in what actually existing shack dwellers think of the policies and are generally 
extremely hostile to shack dwellers who dare express a view. They also appear to be largely uninterested 
in history and to look into the future with a somewhat maniacal optimism. Whatever they might say 
about vulgar Hegelianism this latter tendency does, in fact, unite certain types of Marxists and neo-
liberals. 
18 See Iain Edwards ‘Cato Manor, June 1959’ in the excellent The People’s City: Africa Life in Twentieth-
Century Durban (Edited by Paul Maylam and Iain Edwards, University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg, 
1996) 
19 Along with other innovations from Umkhumbane this legacy endures. After the police murder of Monica 
Ngcobo on 2 March 2006 at a protest in Umlazi the organisation that, working with Abahlali baseMjondolo,
successfully mobilised against the police, and later the local councillor and his hitmen who went on to 
assassinate two activists, was made up primarily of women who had been evicted from Umkhumbane in 
their youth. They called it, in a direct reference to Women of Cato Manor, Women of Umlazi.  
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periphery involved them in a significant increase in living costs’.20 The same 
conclusion was reached with regard to Indians relocated from Tin Town. These 
forced removals are remembered, bitterly, in popular and official memory as great 
crimes of apartheid and as originary events in many accounts of political 
conscientisation. But the memories of these settlements also capture the essential 
ambiguity that so often occurs in thinking about the shack settlement which is that it 
can simultaneously be a site of political and cultural freedom because of its 
autonomy from the state and authoritarian modes of enforcing ‘tradition’ and, also, 
a site of suffering because the absence of the state means the absence of the services - 
sanitation, roads, health, water, refuse collection and so on – that are needed for a 
viable urban life. So, speaking in 1960, the head of the ICU, A.W.C. Champion, who 
had supported militant mobilisation against conditions in Umkhumbane, still 
described it as ‘the place in Durban where families breathe the air of freedom’.21

 At the height of apartheid Africans were successfully barred from any 
autonomous or potentially autonomous spaces in the city. But in the late 1970s 
cracks began to emerge in the barriers around white space and by the 1980s the 
apartheid state, occupying Namibia, at war with the Cubans and the MPLA in 
Angola and battling insurrectionary township rebellions across the county, lost the 
capacity to completely regulate the movement of Africans. Where possible elite 
white suburbs were protected but people were able to flood into the cities, seize land 
in defiance of the state, and found communities autonomous from the state. This 
movement into the city was greeted with tremendous racialised panic in white and 
Indian communities but was celebrated by the ANC underground and in exile. In 
Durban’s Northern suburbs settlements usually began as carefully hidden structures 
built at night in dense bush on steep terrain.22 But in Durban, and around the 
country, open resistance to threats of removal became possible when settlements 
became large enough. In 1985 riots broke out in the Crossroads settlement in Cape 
Town after Minister of Co-operation, Development and Education Gerrit Viljoen 
said, in a sound bite that is regularly used by state officials twenty years later, that 
‘uncontrolled squatting would not be tolerated’. 23 In four days of conflict 18 people 
were killed and hundreds injured. In response the state declared a moratorium on 
forced removals. Although distinctions between ‘legals’ and ‘illegals’ (something 
which continues) allowed the state to continue to evict, mass revolt had, as in 
Durban a generation before, won a major concession – the exclusion of autonomous 
African communities from the cities, successfully enforced since the mid 1960s, was 

20Maarsdorp & Humphreys From Shantytown to Township, p. 40. 
21 Paul Maylam, ‘Introduction’ to The Peoples’ City, p. 19. 
22 The people who founded each settlement, and the circumstances under which they won the land, are 
very well remembered in each settlement.  
23 Laurine Platzky & Cheryl Walker Surplus People: Forced Removals in South  Africa Ravan Press, 
Johannesburg 1985, p. xxvi. 
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no longer absolute. Academics at the University of KwaZulu-Natal remember 
Marxist Geographer Mike Sutcliffe excitedly pouring over huge maps of Durban 
looking for spaces that could be occupied. Twenty years later he would be pouring 
over maps planning forced removals. 
 The hundreds of settlements that were founded in Durban in the 1980s had a 
wide range of very different origins, modes of governance, political affiliation and 
relationships with people in nearby townships or suburban housing. But they were 
all nodes of connection enabling a new mobility between city, township and village 
life. Many people, via the better livelihoods and education available in the city, were 
able to dramatically improve their material circumstances and autonomy from a 
base in an urban shack. For many more who remained in acute poverty an urban 
base could keep hope alive and nihilism at bay. At the time many shack dwellers 
had tremendous hopes in the gathering popular resistances to apartheid. In his blurb 
for Omar Badsha’s Imijondolo, a photographic essay on the Amouti settlement in 
Durban, Desmond Tutu wrote to recommend this ‘harrowing chronicle of what does 
happen to God’s children who are victims of a vicious policy…I hope this book will 
sear our consciences so that we will work to put an end to policies that can produce 
such human tragedy’.24 It was widely believed that the end of apartheid would be 
the end of the shanty town – via development and not destruction. 
 It was clear that apartheid would fall. Workers declared that the name of the 
coming new order was socialism. Local capital, following the example of USAID,25

decided to invest in the winning horse, began to look to influence anti-apartheid 
struggles and set up an NGO called the Urban Foundation.26 The Foundation aimed 
to persuade the poor that the market could work for them. It broke with the fears of 
invasion inherent in the apartheid term ‘squatter camp’ and introduced the term 
‘informal settlement’ which, they felt, spoke to a temporary condition that could  be 
alleviated by unleashing previously repressed entrepreneurial energies. The 
Foundation returned to the housing model of the early 50s, when the state was 
weaker than under high apartheid, and worked for the provision of basic services to 
shack settlements and for people to be allowed to develop their shacks into more 
formal dwellings as their incomes improved. They choose the Kennedy Road 
settlement in Durban as a pilot project. The shacks in Kennedy Road cling to the side 

24 Omar Badasha Imijondolo Afripix, Durban 1985. Twenty years on, and more than ten years after the end 
of apartheid, the only thing that gives any indication that the photographs are not contemporary are the 
fashions worn by the models in the adverts in the newspapers with which many shacks are wallpapered. 
25 See William Robinson Promoting Polyarchy Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1996 
26 See Patrick Bond’s account of the Urban Foundation in Elite Transition University of Natal Press, 
Pietermartizburg 2000 pp. 125 – 131. Anglo-American, the corporation behind the Foundation now owns 
Moreland, the company that has driven Durban’s spatial development policy since 1989. It is interesting 
to note how much more progressive their position on shack settlements was when popular struggles 
against apartheid were calling the credibility of the state and capital into question. 



RESEARCH REPORTS 2006: VOLUME 1 15

of a steep hill squeezed up against the perimeter fence of the city’s main dumpsite, 
the largest in Africa, to the West and the South. The big fortified houses of suburban 
(and under apartheid segregation Indian) Clare Estate lie to the North, on the other 
side of Kennedy Road, and the shacks tumble down Eastwards to the ugly big box 
stores of Springfield Park where Tin Town used to be. The Urban Foundation 
worked with the Durban City Council to build a community hall and to provide 147 
pit latrines and 4 communal taps and to begin electrification. 
 When the ANC opened their offices in Johannesburg after they were 
unbanned in 1990 a huge banner in the foyer declared ‘Occupy the Cities!’.27 On 9 
November 1993 the African National Congress issued a press statement in the lead 
up to the first democratic elections condemning the ‘housing crisis in South Africa’ 
as ‘a matter which falls squarely at the door of the National Party regime and its 
surrogates’. It went on to describe conditions in the ‘informal settlements’ as 
‘indecent’ and announced that: 

Nelson Mandela will be hosting a People’s Forum on Saturday morning in Inanda to 
hear the views of residents in informal settlements…The ANC calls on all people 
living in informal settlements to make their voices heard! ‘Your problems are My 
Problems. Your solution is My Solution’, says President Mandela.28

One of the settlements specifically mentioned was Kennedy Road. Seven months 
later the ANC swept to power in the national parliament. On 4 June 1999 the ANC 
greeted news of their first victory over the Inkatha Freedom Party in the provincial 
election in KwaZulu-Natal with a euphoric press statement. They promised, that, as 
their first priority, ‘The ANC will together with our people address the concerns of 
the poorest of the poor living in squatter camps like Kennedy Road, Lusaka and 
Mbambayi’.29 Their power, including their power to demobilise popular militancy 
and to speak for its traditions, was justified first and foremost in the name of the 
poorest – people in ‘squatter camps’ like Kennedy Road. Kennedy Road voted 
solidly ANC in all elections and in Clare Estate the votes from Kennedy Road, and 
other large settlements like Foreman Road and Jadhu Place, won the ward for the 
ANC in local government elections. Most of the Indian voters had supported the 
white Democratic Alliance which saw shack settlements as criminal land invasions. 
 But by the time of the March 2006 local government elections everything 
had changed. In 2001 the City authorities began a ‘Slum Clearance Project’ which 
was soon linked to the United Nations Habitat Cities Without Slums project. Durban 
was selected as a pilot for this project. Mayor Obed Mlaba speaks as though the 

27 Gill Hart brought this to my attention. 
28 African National Congress Southern Natal Statement on the Housing Crisis, Durban 1993  
29 African National Congress ANC KwaZulu-Natal Victory Statement, Durban 1999 
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approval of the UN in and by itself renders critique by shack dwellers ‘a plethora of 
untruths’.30 The Slum Clearance Project is based on the privatisation of the city’s 
rental housing, built for the Indian, coloured and white poor under apartheid, and 
the ‘in situ upgrade’ and ‘greenfield relocation’ of ‘informal settlements’. More than 
70 settlements are ‘ringfenced’ for ‘slum clearance’ and ‘relocation’. Recent 
statements by Mlaba and others make it clear that the plan is to make up the huge 
difference between the number of new houses being built, and the massively larger 
number of people living in settlements slated for ‘slum clearance’ and ‘relocation’, 
by subjecting the minority of shack dwellers to forced removals to new and largely 
rural townships and casting the majority as criminal and carriers of disease and 
simply destroying their homes. 
 For those who are to receive housing it is quite clear, although it is not stated 
as policy, that settlements in former African townships are generally slated for 
upgrades and those in former white and Indian suburbs are generally slated for 
relocation. It is equally clear, although again not stated,31 that the settlements are 
being relocated in an order determined by the degree to which they are visible from 
the bourgeois world. There is a de facto commitment to a form of separate 
development for the ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ spheres that denies the interrelation, 
historical and contemporary, between what the policy people now call the ‘first’ and 
‘second’ economies. The Canaan settlement, on the road to the new colonial themed 
golfing estates, office parks and malls to the North was the first to go. The removals 
were presented as the beginning of the promised post-apartheid ‘delivery’ but 
empirical research clearly indicates that, as with forced removals under apartheid, 
unemployment rocketed and income plummeted after people in the Canaan 
settlement were removed to the new Quarry Heights township.32 Many families 
were ripped from a precarious life and plunged into desperate crisis. After his 
visceral description of the shit, filth and suffering in the tiny hovels of Old Town in 
Manchester, Friedrich Engels observed that ‘However, it is the Old Town, and with 

30 For example see Obed Mlaba, ‘Bringing Homes to the Poor’ The Mercury 21 March 2006 in which he 
levels this accusation at comments made by S’bu Zikode in an interview with the Mercury. In fact Habitat 
has a dismal record of failure to engage with shack dwellers and functions largely to offer legitimation to 
governments with similar failings. Its attempt at developing a model pilot project in Soweto Village in the 
massive Kibera settlement in Nairobi, the city where Habitat has its plush headquarters, has been a 
complete failure. For more on Habitat’s failings see Robert Neuwirth’s Shadow Cities: A Billion Squatters, a 
New Urban World Routledge, New York, 2006.  
31 In Cape Town this is officially inscribed in policy which distinguishes, tellingly, between ‘visible’ and 
‘invisible’ settlements. The aim is to relocate ‘visible’ settlements before the 2010 Soccer World Cup. 
Shereen Essof drew this to my attention. 
32 See Shahid Vawda’s Migrants in Durban: Vulnerability and Coping Strategies Among Two Migrant 
Communities in ‘Governance, Urban Dynamics and Economic Development: A Comparative Analysis of the 
Metropolitan Areas of Durban, Abidjan and Marseilles’. Durban, 2002 
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this reflection the bourgeoisie is comforted’.33 But he reported that in New Town the 
streets ‘are oftener paved or supplied with paved sidewalks and gutters; but the 
filth, the bad odor of the houses…remain the same’.34 In contemporary Durban the 
idea that somewhere, somewhere unseen and never to be seen, new houses are being 
built similarly functions as balm to the bourgeois conscience. The fact that these new 
houses are called ‘starter homes’, implying that people will move on and up when in 
fact they are likely to get poorer, functions as a second layer of balm. 
 The Municipality has now returned to the high apartheid policy of 
considering all attempts at creating new settlements as illegal land invasions. People 
erecting new shacks risk criminal charges and the city aims to demolish all new 
shacks. The City also threatens to, and often does demolish shacks that are extended 
or developed into more formal structures. The police force the settlements to remain 
‘informal’, and therefore able to be described as temporary, and they force shacks to 
remain crowded, and therefore able to be described as dangerously overcrowded. 
Informality often becomes a performance – a brick wall is hidden behind a tarpaulin 
or sheet of rotting cardboard. In 1985 Laurine Platzky and Cherryl Walker excoriated 
the apartheid state for deliberately producing slums in order to be able to clear them: 
‘First the government froze development, then declared the area a slum when it 
deteriorated’.35 Some things change, some stay the same. 
 But the movement into the City is not being successfully contained. Harvey 
Mzimela, head of the City Police’s Land Invasion Unit recently complained that it 
lacked sufficient staff to carry out its work which ‘entailed the breaking down of 
shacks, which has resulted in shooting and stoning instances’.36 The police that do 
this work are equipped and conduct themselves like soldiers and are popularly 
known in fear as amaSosha and in open or covert derision as blackjacks – the name 
given to the black police sent to demolish shacks in the late 1950s and early 1960s. 
Nevertheless many settlements are growing and new settlements are still founded, 
as they were twenty years ago, with quiet construction out of bourgeois sight lines in 
the dead of dark nights. Often people who are relocated to a new rural township or 
have their homes demolished simply move back to another settlement in the city. 
 The City says that it has already relocated 7 000 families and aims to build 
400 houses a month to be able to continue with relocation. It is often confidently 
asserted that all ‘slums’ will be ‘cleaned up’ by a certain date – the most common 

33 Friedrich Engels, ‘Working Class Manchester’ in The Marx-Engels Reader edited by Robert Tucker, W.W. 
Norton and Company, New York, 1972. p. 434. 
34 Engels, Working Class Manchester, p. 435. 
35 The Surplus People: Forced Removals in South Africa Ravan Press, Johannesburg, p. xxxix 
36 Carvin Goldstone, ‘Not Enough Staff to Clear Slums - Land invasion crisis gets worse’, The Mercury,
September 16, 2005, p. 4.  
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now being the Soccer World Cup in 2010.37 Similar claims are made with equal 
confidence in other cities and by the national government. In fact around the country 
more shacks are being built than houses in relocation townships and, even if this 
were not the case, current rates of building new houses will still not make ‘slum 
clearance’ by the declared dates remotely feasible.38 The collective will to deny this 
most material of realities is pervasive. It, together with the equally fallacious 
collective delusion that shack settlements are solely a consequence of the apartheid 
past (the structurally adjusted present and all kinds of contemporary 
accommodations between micro-local political and economic elites are clearly also 
fuelling their growth), reinforces the elite consensus that shack settlements should be 
treated as a temporary aberration which will soon pass. 
 This consensus has led to the suspension of polices aimed at upgrading 
settlements. So, for example, until 2001 it was difficult but still possible to have a 
pre-paid electricity meter installed in your shack. To get electricity you needed to 
pay R350 and to be able to represent your case in a certain way. According to S’bu 
Zikode, chair of the Kennedy Road Development Committee ‘It all depended on 
who applied. If you seemed ignorant because you can’t speak English you were just 
told to wait outside’.39 But in 2001 a policy decision was taken to stop the 
electrification of shacks altogether40 and it became impossible to legally access 
electricity.41 Similarly the City stopped cleaning out the pit latrines in Kennedy Road 
in 2001 and actively removed services in some settlements, like Quarry Road where 
portable toilets were removed in 2004 and Shannon Drive where the one tap was 

37 This was Mayor Mlaba’s response to the media after a huge march on his offices by Abahlali 
baseMjondolo in early 2006. In 2001 when former shack dwellers, who had been sleeping rough on the side 
of a road for two months after a forced removal, stormed a City Council meeting Mlaba told the media 
that ‘What must be understood is that the Metro has a policy…that within the next ten years we eradicate 
all informal settlements’. Homeless People Storm Top Meeting in KZN, http://www.iol.co.za 19-02-2001. The 
policy is always considered to render protest unacceptable even though there are now more shack 
dwellers than there were in 2001 and it is, on its own terms,  clearly failing. 
38 In Cape Town where, unlike in Durban, there are statistics for new arrivals (illegals) the annual number 
of new shacks (16 000) is double that of new houses (8 000). The backlog stands at 260 000 houses. 
Nationally the state’s statistics indicate that the number of people living in shacks have grown from 1,4 
million at the end of apartheid to 2,4 million in 2005. See Martin Legassick A Review of Jacques Depelchin’s 
‘Silences in African History’, http://www/ukzn.ac.za/ccs 2006. Given that so many people avoid being 
counted by the state for fear of having their houses demolished the state’s figures should always be seen 
as an undercount. 
39 Author’s notes. 21 March 2005 
40 The policy states that ‘In past (1990s) electrification was rolled out to all and sundry…electrification of  
the informal settlements has now been discontinued’. eThekwini Electricity Supply Policy
41 The refusal to electrify shacks has been effective in persuading a number of people to reluctantly accept 
removal to townships on the city’s rural periphery. Especially in the very dense settlements like Foreman 
Road and Jadhu Place many people, especially children, are terrified by the constant threat of fires. An 
astonishing number of people carry the signs of the Municipality’s policy on their bodies as burn marks. 
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disconnected during day light hours in 2005 on the grounds that people were 
‘wasting water’ – in fact usage had gone up as the settlement had expanded.42

The ebb and flow of municipal power 
The preceding discussion points to a number of continuities and changes. 
Throughout the period, there is a clear attempt by the state to regulate the flow of 
poor African people into the city, just as there has always been a history of 
resistances against these manoeuvres. Fanon notes that ‘The first thing which the 
native learns is to stay in his place’ and shows that one of the first things learnt in 
resistance to colonialism is movement out of place. This also, for Fanon, sets the 
terms of the post-colonial struggle. ‘To break up the colonial world does not mean 
that…lines of communication will be set up between the two zones’.43 For Fanon ‘the 
colonial world, its ordering and its geographic lay-out will allow us to mark out the 
lines on which a decolonised society will be reorganised’.44 The colonial era will be 
over when there are no longer two zones inhabited by ‘different species of men’ in 
one city. The material and symbolic Manicheanism must be undone. 
 This brief history points, further, to the contexts under which spatial 
divisions can, and cannot, be undone: Nadine Gordimer ended her forward to 
Cosmos Desmond’s 1969 The Discarded People: An Account of African Resettlement with 
‘one of the inhabitants of a resettlement’ saying ‘You can’t say no to a white man’.45

Nicholas Mnqayi, an Umhlali from the small and therefore vulnerable Pemary Ridge 
settlement, where he has lived for 17 years and from which he works as a gardener, 
is deeply anxious about ‘relocation’. But he told me that ‘If government is chasing us 
we have to go. There is nothing else to do. You can’t say no to the government’.46

Yet, there have been times when shackdwellers have successfully said ‘no’ to both 
the white man and the government. These correspond historically to moments in 
which the state has not had the resources or symbolic legitimacy to exercise the force 
necessary to prevent and undo occupations. Shack dwellers are safer when the 
state’s credibility is under serious threat.47

42 Everyone spends a lot of time queuing for and carrying water for drinking, cooking and bathing but 
women often spend huge amounts of time queuing to wash clothes. This is usually made into an 
important social and political space but that fact does not detract from the brutality of an official state and 
mainstream NGO and media feminism that obsesses about the number of women in power while 
remaining entirely uninterested in the kind of casual misogyny that can describe the disconnection of 
water to an entire settlement as ‘best practice’. 
43 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, p. 31. 
44 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, p. 29. 
45 Cosmos Desmond The Discarded People: An Account of African Resettlement The Christian Institute of 
South Africa, Johannesburg 1969, p. 10 
46 Conversation, Pemary Ridge, 18 March 2006 
47 This is also the case for the poor in flats and houses. Ashwin Desai and I have made this point with 
regard to the fact that evictions from bank owned houses in Mandela Park, Cape Town, politically 
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 Today, the foundations for legitimacy are different. While previous forced 
removals were largely authorised in the name of whiteness/modernity48 and largely 
resisted in the name of blackness (and to a far lesser degree white shame) 
contemporary forced removals are largely authorised in the name of technocratic 
developmental expertise/modernity and largely resisted in the name of dignity 
which, amongst other things, means democracy. Le Corbusier captures the spirit of 
the technocrat perfectly: 

The despot is not a man. It is the plan. The correct, realistic, exact plan, the one that will 
provide your solution once the problem has been posited clearly, in its entirety, in its 
indispensable harmony. This plan has been drawn up well away from the frenzy in the 
mayor’s office or the town hall, from the cries of the electorate or the laments of society’s 
victims. It has been drawn up by serene and lucid minds.49

The people considered as detritus by The Plan are the people who lost the most 
under white rule. But the multi-racial middle class enthusiasm for the idea that 
transformation is deracialising rather than undoing privilege has allowed the ANC 
to finally abandon the urban under class – its former battering ram. 
 In the March 2006 local government elections the ANC built its winning 
campaigns in Clare Estate and the elite, and also previously Indian, neighbouring 
suburb of Reservoir Hills by promising to continue to evict shack dwellers from the 
suburbs. ANC councillors were celebrated in the local media for the genuine 
increases in property prices and imagined decreases in risks of danger and 
contagion that followed evictions. A former DA supporter wrote a letter to The Post
saying that he was now voting ANC as ‘You often found informal residents playing 
soccer on the road…The violation of our rights added too much pressure to our 
daily routine…There is now order and sense of calmness in the streets. The informal 
shacks have been demolished and the road is serving its original purpose’.50

Everything in his corner of Clare Estate is back in its place. 

impossible in the last years of apartheid, became possible after apartheid fell and the state achieved 
sufficient legitimacy to act against the poor for the banks. ‘ ‘What stank in the past is the present’s 
perfume’: Dispossession, Resistance and Repression in Mandela Park’, South Atlantic Quarterly, vol. 103, 
no. 4, 2004. 
48 In Durban the imagined link between whiteness and modernity, and how this plays out in thinking 
about segregated cities, is best theorised in Richard Ballard’s unusually careful work.  
49 Cited in James Scott Seeing Like a State New Haven, Yale University Press, 1998 p.112  
50 Post, January 25 In What is Philosophy? (Verso, London 2003, p. 107) Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 
argue that:     

Human rights are axioms. They can coexist on the market with many other axioms, notably 
those concerning the security of property, which are unaware of or suspend them even more 
than they contradict them. What social democracy has not given the order to fire when the poor 
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Abahlali baseMjondolo 
The Plan does not consider the Kennedy Road settlement to be in an appropriate 
location. The 6 000 people living in the settlement have mostly come from small 
towns and villages in rural KwaZulu-Natal and the Transkei but there are also 
people from much further away and a few people evicted from the inner city51 in the 
name of ‘regeneration’. Most people have come there in search of a livelihood but 
other common reasons are access to good schools, a desire for the stimulations and 
possibilities of city life, escape from ‘traditional’ authority, familial and racial 
domination (especially on white farms), and to reunite families separated by live in 
domestic work. Most send money back to rural areas, visit regularly and offer 
support for friends and family coming to the city. As well as enabling access to the 
wider city the settlement contains many possibilities within itself. There is a vibrant 
collective life with a crèche, churches and sacred spaces, a vegetable garden, shops, 
pubs and all kinds of cultural, sporting, religious and mutual support projects. 
 The settlement is also a space of tremendous suffering. Many people have 
no viable livelihood and scrape out the most precarious and uncertain living. The 
tiny number of toilets causes serious health risks, puts the safety of women and 
children at particular risk when seeking privacy at night and imposes easily 
avoidable cruelties on the everyday lives of people with AIDS who often suffer 
chronic diarrhoea. The lack of electricity means fires and last year there were 9 
conflagrations. Children have been found eating the worms that grow in the shit in 
the portable toilets. Everyone seems to have someone who is desperately sick and 
there are more than 50 households headed by children. The fire brigade or 
ambulance services are unlikely to come if called and the local clinic usually sends 
people with serious conditions away with sneering contempt and a handful of cheap 
painkillers. The hostility from the police is often highly racialised and can result in 
assault, theft and extortion on the threat of arrest. There are also threats to safety 
from within the settlement. Despite the strong sense of community and credible 
judicial processes many fear theft, murders occur and, although women often say 
that they have more autonomy in the settlement than in their rural homes, women 
are beaten. Children who are often left alone fear rape. The police do not investigate 
crimes against shack dwellers but assume that all shack dwellers are criminal. Mere 

come out of their territory or ghetto? Rights save neither men nor a philosophy that is 
reterritorialised on the democratic State.  

51 The nearby 5 000 strong Jadhu Place settlement, founded by the late Biko Zulu in 1989, has a large 
group of former street children evicted from the city and living in child headed households. 
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possession of something like a DVD player without a purchase receipt is considered 
good grounds for arrest.52

 A short and decisive struggle to democratise the settlement succeeded in 
one tense mass meeting in 2001. This was the same year in which the City began its 
slum clearance programme which, following best practice models from the UN and 
elsewhere, mandated civil society consultation. Previously Kennedy Road had been 
run by an Induna who levied taxes for personal profit and ruled autocratically. Other 
settlements in the area had shifted to governance via elected committees affiliated to 
the ANC aligned South African National Civics Organisations (SANCO) in the mid 
‘90s. SANCO was a project to bring the bottom up democracy of the civics 
movement of the ‘80s under party control. The SANCO committee in each 
settlement had one place on the ANC Branch Executive Committee (BEC) under the 
local councillor. I have not met anyone who does not remember the replacement of 
Izinduna with elected SANCO committees as major progress. 
 In Kennedy Road the ANC was, it must be noted, happy to work with 
Induna Mzobe on the understanding that he would deliver his people to the party. 
But some of his people, especially those who had risked everything to wage 
opposition to ‘traditional leaders’ in rural villages and towns in the name of the 
ANC before coming to the settlement, decided to take matters in hand. The new 
elected Kennedy Road Development Committee, affiliated with SANCO, got a seat 
on the BEC and got involved with the utmost seriousness in every available 
consultative process. The chair, S’bu Zikode, was so committed to making full use of 
every opportunity for transformative ‘public participation’ in government that in 
1997 he had even become a reserve constable at the notorious Sydenham police 
station53 hoping to work for change from within. This was after he witnessed a 
woman from the Foreman Road settlement being told to get out of the charge office, 
where she had come to report abuse, because she couldn’t speak English. But after 
three years of enduring constant racism in the police station, which included using 
him to feed the prisoners rather than work in the charge office or in communities, he 
concluded that Sydenham police station would not be changed from within. But he 
retained his faith in ‘public participation’ in local government. In 2000 he was chair 
of the Claire Estate Slum Clearance Project. Many others shared this faith. When 
government told people that they must provide ‘home based’ care for their sick a 
core group dutifully developed a still flourishing community project providing visits 

52 However it should be noted that now, some time after I first wrote these words, many people report 
that the movement has won a major decrease in this kind of day to day police harassment. In Mnikelo 
Ndabankulu’s words,  ‘the police – now they fear the Abahlali. They know they can’t harass us anymore’. 
Conversation with author, 17 February 2006. 
53 It is notorious for its anti-African racism and corrupt relations with organised crime in nearby Overport. 
The head, Sergeant Glen Nayagar, is the son of Lieutenant Nayagar, by many accounts the most savage 
Special Branch torturer in Durban under apartheid. 
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and services to the sick and child headed households. At various meetings where 
they learnt to speak the language of the World Bank and USAID they got to know 
people from other settlements very well. Later on these relationships enabled the 
rapid building of a movement.  
 But these struggles and experiences passed unnoticed in elite publics. 
Kennedy Road only exploded into the national imagination on Saturday 19 March 
2005 when around 750 people blockaded both the in and outbound sides of Umgeni 
Road, a major six lane arterial road, with burning tyres and mattresses and held it 
against the Public Order Policing Unit for four hours. There were 14 arrests on the 
criminal charge of public violence. Amongst the arrested were two school children. 
Alfred Mdletshe told Fred Kockott, the first journalist on the scene, that ‘We are tired 
of living and walking in shit. The council must allocate land for housing us. Instead 
they are giving it to property developers to make money’. Kockott’s article explained 
that ‘The scene was reminiscent of apartheid-era protests - and the mood was 
similar, except now the target of the crowd's anger was the ANC governors of 
Durban.54

 On the Monday after the 14 arrests, which happened to be Human Rights 
Day, 1 200 people staged an illegal march on the nearby Sydenham police station 
where the 14 were being held. Their demand was that either the Kennedy Road 14 
be released or else the entire community be arrested because ‘If they are criminal 
then we are all criminal’. The march was dispersed with more beatings, dogs and 
tear gas. There were no arrests this time because the police were looking for one 
person in particular - S’bu Zikode. He escaped by dressing in women’s clothes 
amidst the protection of the throng. Afterwards back at the settlement the line of 
young men returning the gaze of the riot police lounging against their armoured 
vehicles were entertained by a drunk sarcastically shouting ‘Viva Mandela!’ and 
‘Viva ’makhomanisi!’ to derisive laughter. At a packed meeting in the community hall 
that afternoon the old struggle currency of amaqabane, still used by the ANC who 
approach some publics with strident socialist rhetoric to legitimate increasingly 
neoliberal policies, had given way to abafowethu, odadawethu, omakhelwane and 
umphakathi.55 There were none of the empty slogans, pompous speeches or ritualised 
invocations of the authority of leaders that characterise national liberation 
movements in, or close to, power. Just short and intensely debated practical 
suggestions. It was decided not to accept a legal aid lawyer as they are paid by the 
state and therefore cannot be trusted. It was agreed that the accused should 
represent themselves and that everyone should contribute R10 towards bail costs. 

54 Fred Kockott, ‘Shack dwellers’ fury erupts’ Sunday Tribune, 20 March 2005 
55 The language of struggles against apartheid - Amaqabane, ’macomrade etc, as well as old struggle songs, 
later returned but as the reappropriated language of an unfolding peoples’ struggle. There is now a strong 
sense of an old and ongoing struggle entering unchartered terrain.  
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The shroud of obedience had been torn open. There was, in that moment, an 
overwhelming sense of profound collective isolation from the structures and pieties 
of constituted power.56

 Alain Badiou insists that political courage has only one definition: ‘exile 
without return’.57 Many people feared that they would pay a high price for their 
exile from subordination to external authority. But they undertook it despite the fact 
that they were staring into an open abyss and sustained their exile as it steadily 
revealed itself to require accommodation with hiding in the bushes, beatings, arrests, 
anxious families, circling helicopters, nightmares and, for some, death threats.58 But 
we discovered that exile also has its rewards. Reflection from exile is a precondition 
for doing philosophy.59 Badiou, again: ‘For the philosopher everything consensual is 
suspect’.60 Pierre Hadot argues that ‘philosophical discourse now tends to have as its 
object nothing but more philosophical discourse’61 and, against this, proposes 
philosophy as a way of life – ‘a conversion, a transformation of one’s way of being 
and living, and a quest for wisdom’.62 Exile, and the courage to remain there, made 
this possible. This is one of the reasons why people often talk about their developing 

56 Peter Hallward explains, citing Alain Baidou, that for Badiou 

Politics is organised first and foremost around the Real of a radical fraternity, before it is drawn 
to the imaginary pursuit of equality or the Symbolic presumption of liberty. True politics begins 
with an exposure to ‘the real violence of fraternity’ and is sustained in the practical present of 
its ‘demonstration’ [manifestation]. Politics exists only in the medium of this active 
manifestation: fraternity is no more representable and no more a function of sociological 
knowledge or legal procedure than is a demonstration or an insurrection.  

‘Badiou’s Politics: Equality and Justice’, Culture Machine, 26/06/2006 
 http://culturemachine.tees.ac.uk/Cmach/Backissues/joo4/Articles/hallward.htm 
57 Cited in Peter Hallward Badiou: A Subject to Truth University of Minnesota Press, Minnesota, 2003 p.77. 
58These have come from people connected to the local ANC and not the state. The situation has been 
worst in the Burnwood, Foreman Road and Lacey Road settlements. People have been forced to leave the 
Burnwood settlement for supporting Abahlali. They have all been offered accommodation in democratic 
settlements. At the time of writing key Umhlali M’du Hlongwa lives under the threat of death from the 
armed former Umkhonto we Sizwe soldier who heads the Lacey Road Committee, last subject to election 4 
years ago. The moment to moment support of the majority of Lacey Road residents, many of whom 
deeply value his years of voluntary support for people living with AIDS, has kept Hlongwa safe thus far 
but there have been very tense moments. 
59 Although of course this is not a precondition for professional philosophy which is, as Lewis Gordon 
observes, so often ‘a quest for intrasystemic consistency’. This fact need not concern us though – as 
Gordon also notes important philosophy has always ‘emerged from thinkers who were not worried about 
whether they were philosophers’. (‘African American Philosophy, Race and the Geography of Reason’ in 
Not Only the Masters’ Tools edited by Lewis R. Gordon & Jane Anna Gordon, Paradigm Publishers, 
Boulder, 2006, p.35.) 
60 Alain Badiou Metapolitics Verso, London, 2005, p. 48. 
61 Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life Blackwell, London, 1995 p. 76. 
62 Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life, p. 275.  
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resistance as ‘our ‘homemade politics’63 and why S’bu Zikode’s often repeated 
comment that ‘we are poor in life but not in mind’ so quickly became part of the 
common sense of this struggle. 
 After the meeting people stood round talking quietly in small groups. 
Looking over Springfield Park and through the valley cut by the Umgeni river, you 
could see the sea sparkling in the sun. Hadedas took wing at dusk and when night 
fell an isicathimiya group sung with abundantly delicate grace, from the Urban 
Foundation hall, now with broken windows and peeling paint, ‘We are going to 
heaven, all of us we are going to heaven’. The always immaculately dressed and 
avuncular Mr. Ndlovu sighed ruefully as he observed that ‘Sometimes it is just so 
beautiful here. They think this place is too good for us. They want it for the rich’.  
 Bureaucracy herds, insults, exhausts, excludes and defeats the poor at every 
turn and the courts proved to be no exception. The next day the Kennedy Road 14 
were denied bail at a court hearing which was over before they had a chance to say a 
single word in their defence. Magistrate Asmal’s visceral contempt for all the people 
that passed through her dock that morning was instructive. The 14, including the 
juveniles, were moved to the dangerous Westville prison to await trial. 
 S'bu Zikode is a former Boy Scout from Estcourt, a small rural town. He is a 
quiet and gentle man who won two distinctions in his matriculation examination in 
1993 but had no money for university. There was no work in Estcourt and therefore 
no possibility to make a life as an adult. After facing down a crushing depression he 
borrowed some money and, together with his twin sister, made his way to Durban 
and set up home in Kennedy Road in a rented shack. After a few months he found a 
job at a petrol station. He was even able to register at the nearby University of 
Durban-Westville, where years of struggle had significantly reduced student fees. 
However he could not pay the fees for the second term and had to drop out. But he 
was able to buy a shack, to marry and begin a family. The petrol station at which he 
works was built to serve Moreland’s colonial themed gated residential and 
commercial developments to the North. He started out as a petrol-pump attendant 
and is now a data capturer. 
 Nonhlanhla Mzobe, the deputy chair, is a generous woman with a 
spontaneous and embracing warmth. She has lived on this land for more than 30 
years and is widely respected for having founded the community run crèche in the 
settlement. When she arrived as a child the settlement was only 9 shacks hidden in 
the bush and people had to sneak in and out. Her grandfather became the Kennedy 
Road Induna. She now works at the dump adjacent to the settlement managing a 

63 The idea of exile can function as a narcissistic form of legitimation for the power of a vanguard. But 
Zikode has often taken care to say that ‘our homemade politics’ must be made so that ‘every gogo can 
understand it’. There is a clear and often publically restated commitment to think in common rather than 
for the mass. 
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team of women that collect the litter that blows around. For some years she invested 
hope in the possibility of getting a better job if a planned World Bank linked project 
to turn the methane gas in the dump to electricity came to fruition. A year ago she 
was, along with a number of other people in Kennedy Road, furious with the middle 
class environmentalists who oppose this project because they want the dump moved 
out of their neighbourhood, or oppose the proposed gas to electricity project because 
it is connected to the Bank’s carbon trading project. The anger was due to the fact 
that the environmentalists either speak as though the people in the shacks don’t 
exist, casually assume the right to speak for them without ever speaking to them, or 
speak about them in overtly racist language.64 Sajida Khan, the most prominent 
campaigner, who has been uncritically celebrated in global civil society circuits as 
‘South Africa’s Erin Brokovich’, wants the settlement and the dump cleaned out of 
her neighbourhood. 
 After returning home from the first court appearance without the people 
taken by the police, Zikode and Mzobe explained, in the accusing glare of the white 
police lights singling them out in the blue dusk, that the immediate cause of the 
protest was clear. People had consistently been promised over some years that a 
small piece of land in nearby Elf Road would be made available for the development 
of housing. The promise had been repeated as recently as 16 February that year in a 
meeting with City officials and the local councillor. The Kennedy Road 
Development Committee had been participating in ongoing discussions about the 
development of this housing when, without any warning or explanation, bulldozers 
began excavating the land on 18 March. A few people went to see what was 
happening and were shocked to be told that a brick factory was being built on the 
land by a private company believed by some to be connected to the local councillor, 
Yakoob Baig.65 They explained their concerns to the people working on the site and 
work stopped. But the next day it continued. Zikode explained what happened next: 

The men from the brickyard came with the police, an army, to ask who had stopped 
the work. So, on Saturday morning the people wake us. They take us there to find 
out what is happening.66 When you lead people you don't tell them what to do. You 

64 This is discussed with characteristic insight, elegance and élan by Raj Patel in an unpublished paper 
‘Solidarity with Africa and Other Fairytales’ (2005) forthcoming in Searching for South Africa edited by 
Shereen Essof and Dan Moshenberg (2006). 
65 Baig worked as a black propagandist for apartheid in the 1980s. I can only assume that the ANC chose 
to impose him on the ward because they hoped that he would appeal to the wealthy Muslim business 
elite. 
66 The work on the brickyard stopped after the road blockade. There was a stalemate for nine months. 
Then, on the 1st of November, the land, now popularly known as ‘the promised land’ was suddenly 
fenced off. That night more than 5 000 people stared down the armed security guards and then the police 
and removed the fencing and stacked the wooden fence poles in neat piles. The next day the police, the 
National Intelligence Agency and Crime Intelligence dramatically stepped up their overt observations 
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listen. The people tell you what to do. We couldn't stop it. If we tried the people 
would say 'You guys are selling us to the Indians’. So we go. A meeting was set up 
with the owner of the factory and the local councillor, but they didn't come. There 
was no brickyard, no councillor, no minister, nobody. There was no fighting but the 
people blocked the road. Then the police came. Then the councillor phoned. He told 
the police 'These people are criminals, arrest them’. We were bitten by the dogs, 
punched and beaten. The Indian police I can definitely tell you that they have this 
racism. They told us that our shacks all need fire. It is only Indians with power here. 
The police, the magistrate, the prosecutor, the councillor, the man building the 
brickyard. Everything goes to the Indians here. Some of our women are washing for 
them for R15. Everybody is just rotting here. We have no land. Most of us have no 
jobs. They can call the police to bring their dogs to bite us any time. What is to 
become of us? When the police come they make fools of us. We can’t control the 
people – they get angry. They burnt tyres and mattresses in the road. They say we 
have committed public violence but against which public? If we are not the public 
then who is the public and who are we? [City Manager Mike] Sutcliffe talks to the 
Tribune about us but he doesn't speak to us. All they do is send the police every time 
we ask to talk. It is a war. They are attacking us. What do you do when the man you 
have elected to represent you calls you criminal when you ask him to keep his 
promises? He has still not come here. We are not fighting. We want to be listened to. 
We want someone to tell us what is going on.67

Mzobe was equally emotional: 

My granny came here from Inanda dam [There were mass evictions when the dam 
was built]. People were coming from all over to wash for the Indians. My mother 
schooled us by picking the cardboard from the dump. I was four years old when she 
came. Now my own child is 15 years old. All this time living in the shack and 
working so hard. We are fighting no one. We are just trying to live but they say we 
are the criminals. We haven't got no problem if they build just some few houses that 
can't fit everyone. But they must just try. They must just try.68

The anger sprung from many sources, though. Zikode, like many others, simply felt 
betrayed. ‘The poor’, he said, ‘get more poor and the rich gets richer. And this is the 
government that we fought for, and then worked for and then voted for and which 
now beats us and arrests us’. Zikode was right. The same United Nations that 
celebrates and supports the Durban ‘slum clearance’ project reports that South 

and intimidatory questioning of key individuals. The following day the police arrested Zoleka Thombo, 
28, on a charge of possessing stolen property - a fence pole from the promised land had been found 
outside her shack. She was released on bail of R500 the next day and appeared in court 6 times before the 
charges were dropped. The legal bill was R 2 400. That is half her annual income as a trader. 
67 Conversation with author, Kennedy Road, 22 March 2005 
68 Conversation with author, Kennedy Road, 22 March 2005 
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Africa’s human development index has steadily declined since 1995 and is now at 
1975 levels, leaving South Africa ranked below occupied Palestine and Equatorial 
Guinea.69

 That night many people in Kennedy Road made the point that the meagre 
public resources there - the community hall, and so on – which were built in the last 
years of apartheid are all in steadily worsening condition. Other key issues on which 
endless patient attempts to seek official support to move forward had been rebuffed 
were the absence of refuse removal, the need for more taps and the failure to 
respond to ongoing requests to erect speedbumps on the road that has claimed a 
number of children - one just a month before the road blockade. There was also 
major unhappiness about the pitiful condition of the tiny number of toilets. Five 
years ago the City stopped emptying the 147 pit latrines installed by the Urban 
Foundation and replaced them with 6 portable toilets – one for every thousand 
people.70

 This was a revolt of obedient and faithful citizens. These had done 
everything asked of them. They had participated in every available public 
participation process. They had fully accepted that 'delivery' will be slow and that 
they must take responsibility for their own welfare. They were the model poor - 
straight out of the World Bank text books. They revolted not because they had 
believed and done everything asked of them and they were still poor. They revolted 
because the moment when they asked that their faith not be spurned is the moment 
their aspirations for dignity became criminal. On the day of the road blockade they 
entered the tunnel of the discovery of their betrayal. They also discovered their 
capacity for open resistance. Nothing has been the same since the collective 
confrontation with the two truths that emerged from this event.71 The idea that this 
struggle has been about truth – resolutely facing up to truth and its consequences 
and resolutely posing truth against lies has been central to its discussions from the 
beginning. It is often stated that this openness to truth, an openness that renders 
everyone a subject to collective critical reflection, is a necessary pre-condition for 
political projects to have legitimacy. 

69 This Day 16 July 2004 ‘Shock UN ranking of SA below Palestine’ 
70 After the road blockade and its aftermath the struggle for toilets was the first major campaign of the 
struggle, and was where its first real gains were won. Toilets, it is widely noted in the literature on shack 
dwellers’ struggles, are a key women’s issue.  
71 Jacob Bryant has undertaken a large number of invaluable interviews into memories about this event 
and thinking about its ongoing and evolving significance. The two key themes that emerge with regard to 
the enabling realisation of the collective capacity for resistance are well summed up in quotes from Anton 
Zamisa and System Cele. Zamisa explains that ‘before we were afraid, and then we were not afraid’ 
(2005:36) and Cele observes that ‘Now…our voice is heard….our struggle is the voice of silent 
victims…we hadn’t been able to talk before’. (2005:2) Jacob Bryant Towards Delivery and Dignity: 
Community Struggle from Kennedy Road, unpublished monograph, 2005 (A shorter version of this work is 
included in this volume). 
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 After ten days in prison, various court appearances and, finally, the decisive 
pro bono intervention of a lawyer who knew the magistrate, the Kennedy Road 14 
were released. The Kennedy Road Development Committee organised a heroes’ 
welcome for the fourteen. Each of the accused spoke and everyone affirmed their 
willingness to risk prison again. Then, before the music was cranked up, Zikode 
held the crowd rapt with a gentle speech about suffering as a source and 
legitimation of revolt. The suffering of the dominated as a foundation for the 
theorisation of resistance by the dominated is far from fashionable in contemporary 
white metropolitan theory. This is not surprising.72 But it is very necessary to take 
the reality of suffering seriously because a radical politics must understand that it is 
a truth of this world, minister to it by acknowledging it and sharing it, and learn 
from it. In the meetings to come people would often speak about being ‘matured in 
suffering’. Lewis Gordon73 has pointed to the fact that Fanon’s magnificent rebellion 
against ‘a succession of negations of man’74 began with weeping. Fanon reports that: 

Yesterday, awakening to the world, I saw the sky turn upon itself utterly and wholly. 
I wanted to rise, but the disembowelled silence fell back upon me, its wings 
paralyzed. Without responsibility, straddling Nothingness and Infinity, I began to 
weep.75

That weeping was an acceptance of a profound degree of alienation from 
contemporary pieties – untruths. It was not a cathartic opening into a politics of joy. 
It was the beginning of something altogether more rigorous – the end of bad faith. 
 Zikode concluded his contribution to the speeches at the party by saying 
that ‘The first Nelson Mandela was Jesus Christ. The second was Nelson Rolihlahla 
Mandela. The third Nelson Mandela are the poor people of the world’.76 The 
resonant idea of the third Nelson Mandela quickly became part of the imagination of 
struggle in other settlements. 
 The next day permission was sought for a legal march on the local 
councillor, Yakoob Baig. Baig was equally despised in Sydenham Heights, the 
nearby council flats built for the ‘coloured’ poor under apartheid. This meant that 
there was more than enough common ground to discuss a set of shared of demands. 
The careful discussions around the content of the memorandum began the process 

72 As Lewis Gordon observes it generally remains the case that ‘In most academic institutions, including 
some, unfortunately, in regions dominated by people of colour, the following formula holds:  Colored 
folks offer experience that white folks interpret…theory is white as experience is black.’ Gordon, African-
American Philosophy, Race and the Geography of Reason, p.31. 
73 Lewis Gordon Fanon and the Crisis of European Man Routledge, New York 1995 
74 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, p. 252 
75 Frantz Fanon Black Skin, White Masks Grove Press, New York, 1967, p.40.  
76 Author’s notes. 
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of building an effective non-racialism and solidarity between shack dwellers and flat 
dwellers. These discussions generated far more engagement between communities 
splintered by apartheid than any other event in the history of the ward. At one of 
these meetings it emerged that the World Bank had promised the same jobs to both 
Kennedy Road and Sydenham Heights should the gas to electricity project happen at 
the dump that physically divides the two communities. 
 Two weeks after the release of the 14 accused, on 13 May, more than 3 000 
people marched from the Kennedy Road settlement to Baig’s office. The key 
demands were for land, housing and Baig’s immediate resignation. The march was 
supported by representatives from five nearby settlements, the nearby municipal 
flats, and a few seasoned activists from the township of Wentworth on the other side 
of the city and the Socialist Students' Movement. The march was pulled off with no 
external funding and in the face of all kinds of intimidation and dirty tricks which 
included an article in The Daily News by Farook Khan77 falsely claiming that the 
march was not legal, the distribution of smartly printed flyers falsely claiming that 
this would be an IFP march78 and the occupation of the settlement by a large armed 
military presence the night before the protest. Perhaps the most important and 
defiant banner on the march was the one painted last, while people were singing 
against the soldiers. It simply said ‘The University of Kennedy Road’.79 Struggle is, 
indeed, a school. That afternoon Durban was plastered with Daily News billboards 
reading ‘Massive Protests Rock Durban’.80

 The local ANC responded by sending in a heavy weight delegation who 
called a meeting at the hall, berated the community for their actions and demanded 

77 Farook Khan, ‘Police rule on staging of march’ Daily News, 11 May 2005.  
78 Distribution of these pamphlets was conspicuously heaviest in the largely Xhosa Foreman Road 
settlement. This is just one instance of a willingness to try ethnic and racialised divide and rule tactics 
from above. Others include sending in a group of almost exclusively Indian police to beat people as they 
retreated into the Foreman Road settlement after their peaceful march was attacked by the police on 14 
November 2005 and the consistent and highly racialised recycling of the apartheid era white agitator 
thesis by, amongst others, Councillors Baig and Bachu, Mayor Obed Mlaba, City Manager Mike Sutcliffe 
and Minister of Safety and Security Bheki Cele.  
79 This idea was then taken up in a number of other settlements and in the movement that emerged from 
the developing collabouration between settlements. So there have also been banners like ‘University of 
Foreman Road’ and ‘University of Abahlali baseMjondolo’. Bryant quotes Derrick Gwala, a member of the 
Kennedy Road Committee, explaining that ‘the struggle is like education, and it just keeps going on’. 
Towards dignity and delivery.
80 By December 2005 the shack dwellers’ struggle would be extensively covered in the New York Times and 
on Al Jazeera but this first emergence in elite media of a clearly non-spontaneous, and therefore non 
biological and thought out shack dwellers’ politics was very significant. It produced a tremendous 
excitement about reading amongst many Abahlali with Mnikelo Ndabankulu securing a deal for half price 
day old newspapers for the movement. Anyone finding an interesting article will, if they have some credit 
on their phones, quickly send text messages to others letting them know. When people meet there are 
serious discussions about what has been read. 
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to know who was the Third Force81 behind the protest. Eventually Zikode 
acknowledged that there was, in fact, a Third Force – winter. Winter was coming 
and winter means shack fires.82 The local ANC left and never again returned without 
the police. 
 A number of events important within the settlement carried the momentum 
forward over the next months. Naomi Klein and Avi Lewis screened their film on 
the factory occupations in Buenos Aires, The Take, in the Kennedy Road settlement 
together with the first screening of Aoibheann O’Sullivan’s Kennedy Road and the 
Councillor. In the case of the The Take an initial moment of puzzlement at the sight of 
white people battling the police was soon overcome as it became clear that the riot 
police do the same work everywhere. Kennedy Road and the Councillor, which centres 
on the march on Baig, was greeted with such loud screams of delight that it had to 
be played twice more before the sound was audible. The evening was a storming 
success. Then, after numerous court appearances against a hostile state clearly out 
for convictions, activist lawyer Shanta Reddy, who had cut her political teeth in 
struggles against evictions and disconnections emerging from Municipal flats in the 
formerly Indian township of Chatsworth on the other side of the city five years 
previously, finally secured the dropping of all charges against the 14 accused. At 
every point in this ongoing battle Reddy explained all the legal options to the 
accused and all decisions about strategy were taken by the accused after careful 

81 The term ‘Third Force’ became part of public discourse in South Africa after it was used to describe the 
apartheid security agents offering military support to the Zulu nationalist attacks on ANC supporters in 
defence of apartheid. It is highly pejorative and implies white manipulation towards evil ends. S’bu 
Zikode later responded to the consistent use of the Third Force slur in a newspaper article first published 
in early November 2005 and republished as an introduction to this volume. It has been widely 
commented on and republished in Afrikaans, English and Zulu in publications ranging from newspapers 
to academic journals and mass market magazines. In this article Zikode argues that there is, indeed, a 
Third Force – poverty. However despite the enormous success of Zikode’s article (it is arguably the single 
most important journalist intervention in post-apartheid South Africa) local ANC and city officials, 
including Yakoob Baig, Obed Mlaba, Fawzia Peer, Bheki Cele and Mike Sutcliffe continue to deploy (often 
contradictory) variations of the Third Force discourse.  
82 On 21 October there was another fire in Kennedy Road after a candle was knocked over. Eight shacks 
were burnt. A one year old boy, Mhlengi Khumalo, was very badly burnt and died the next Saturday 
night. An all night memorial service was held in the Kennedy Road hall on 29 October and the T-shirts 
made for the occasion read, in translation from Zulu, ‘Go well Mhlengi Khumalo - Electricity, land and 
housing would have saved his life’. Major attention to this death was won in elite publics and the 
mobilisation around the funeral in the settlements ensured that there was wide and serious discussion 
about the policies that put the lives of shack dwellers at constant risk. The Municipality did not take this 
well and cancelled a scheduled meeting on housing in direct retaliation. However it has engendered a 
commitment to ensure that the deaths and day to day suffering of the poor are no longer allowed to pass 
unnoticed in wider society. Similar work has been undertaken with regard to the murder, in the 
settlement, of 22 year old Zothani Jwara and the stabbing of his brother Scelo, 20, for Zothani’s cellphone 
on Sunday 11 December 2005. In this instance it was the general disinterest of the ambulance and police 
services that was being challenged.  
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collective discussion. A community in which there had been currents of anti-Indian 
sentiment at the time of the road blockade held an enormous party in honour of 
Reddy (who is Indian) with each of the Kennedy Road 14, and committee members, 
speaking to honour Reddy’s intelligence, courage and goodness.  
 The local government elections were coming and there was ongoing 
discussion about a collective response. A proposal to stage a collective boycott 
emerged almost immediately. A number of people argued that the only thing that 
the ANC wants from the shack dwellers is their vote and so it should be withheld. 
Elements of this strategy echoed the Umkhumbane beer hall boycott of 1959 when the 
only thing the apartheid government wanted from shack dwellers was to buy beer 
(‘Native Administration’ was funded with the profits from the municipal beer 
monopoly – this time it was political rather than financial capital that was being 
withdrawn). There was wide agreement that it would be intolerable to vote for 
Yakoob Baig. A good number of people wanted Zikode to stand but, after wide 
debate and very careful consideration, it was decided to refrain from electoral 
politics in order to preserve the integrity, autonomy and reputation of their struggle. 
The move to boycott, which quickly spread to nearby settlements, took on some 
aspects of the mass strike – ‘the phenomenal form of the proletarian struggle in 
revolution’.83

 The boycott was carefully theorised in ongoing discussions that concluded 
that there is a difference between ‘party politics’ and ‘people’s politics’ and that the 
former, identified as a mechanism of elite control, will always seek to capture the 
latter, identified as a space for popular democracy. The decision to commit to 
people’s politics is not a commitment to pursue autonomy from the state. On the 
contrary there is a hard fought day to day struggle to subordinate the local 
manifestations of the state to society. However it is a decision to pursue the political 
autonomy of the settlement. The principled decision to keep a distance from what is 
widely seen as a mode of politics that has an inevitably corrupting influence on any 
attempt to keep a struggle grounded in truth was key to the rapid building of a mass 
movement. People in other settlements were generally very keen to talk to people 
who had publicly committed themselves to remain politically autonomous from 
constituted power and permanently subject to the questioning of constituent 
power.84 Kennedy Road had had to break with SANCO when they accepted political 
exile. But now other settlements began to vote out SANCO committees, seen as 

83 Rosa Luxemburg ‘The Mass Strike, The Political Party, and the Trade Unions’ The Rosa Luxemburg 
Reader Monthly Review Press, New York, 2004, p. 192. 
84 The commitment to keeping people’s politics autonomous from the corrupting influence of state power 
included a commitment by everyone who accepted elected office to place themselves last on the list when 
housing was won. This was a dramatic break with the politics of local patronage so typical of the ANC 
and SANCO.  
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accountable to the local ANC, and to elect autonomous committees, seen as 
accountable to the people in the settlements.85

 After years of contemptuous neglect the government, in various forms, 
became very interested in Kennedy Road. On Monday 29 August a cavalcade of 
yellow cars from various departments rolled in (up to two hours late) for a meeting. 
They were welcomed with biscuits for tea and breyani for lunch. The meeting was to 
discuss, in particular, the work being done, by the Kennedy Road Development 
Committee, for people with AIDS. For some time the community has provided 
various forms of support to orphans (including food, clothes, liaison with schools 
etc) and the sick (food, fetching water, help with disposing body waste, assistance 
with grants, linkages with hospitals and clinics and so on). The meeting was opened 
by an official from the Department of Agriculture, Health and Welfare. Her opening 
statement was as follows: 

We are very pleased to be here in the field with you. We target the same clients and 
have the same core business. We want to work closely with all our stakeholders so 
that we can improve services delivery in an integrated manner. We are committed to 
mainstreaming AIDS and want to help you to develop a business plan.86

This is an exact quote. 
 The actual structure of the meeting took the form of using a 'tool' prepared 
by a consultant. The 'tool' was a very detailed 21 page questionnaire asking detailed 
(often statistical) questions about the community organisation’s response to AIDS. 
Government officials took turns to verbally ask the questions listed on the 
questionnaire. The community organisation was not given the document in advance 
and so, even though they keep very detailed records in a series of carefully bound 
and filed notebooks, they couldn't answer all the questions immediately. No 
organisation could have answered similar questions about its own operation 
without preparation. The structure of the exercise meant that as it went along the 
tone of the government officials became somewhat inquisitorial and judgmental and 
the community organisation people became somewhat depressed. What else can 
happen when questions can't be answered or, when they can, the consultant's 
research has deemed the answers 'wrong'? (Food parcels must cost R280. Research 
has shown this. Spending R150 per food parcel per family is wrong and must be 

85 This was generally not framed as being anti-ANC. In the Foreman Road settlement Mnikelo 
Ndabankulu argued that the new autonomous committee was not anti-ANC but that SANCO ‘had been 
like Christians who worship the Bishop instead of worshiping God’. He gave a powerful account of how 
he had learnt the history of struggle and the ANC from his grandfather in Flagstaff and remained 
committed to the idea of the ANC but not to its clergy. I’ve often thought that this movement is well 
described as heretical. 
86 Author’s notes, 29 August.  
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explained. Why are you not growing vegetables hydroponically? Research has 
shown that this is a much better business model, etc, etc.) Nevertheless not every 
impulse towards solidarity could be crushed by the 'tool’. People, on both sides, 
could find ways around the consultant’s desire to tie encounters between the 
governors and the governed into a technocratic rigidity utterly indifferent to 
particularity.87 When it came to the question of 'sustainability' the community 
organisation duly produced beaded AIDS ribbons which they had made and said 
they would sell. The government delegation duly said they would train them to 
develop a business plan. Everyone knew it was nonsense but once the sustainability 
box was ticked it was possible to move on. And support for some of the extant 
initiatives was duly and sincerely pledged. One official even proposed a new project 
- a social worker would arrange for support at R8 per participant to hold a monthly 
get together of the old people. 
 But these little collaborations weren’t enough. Against the technocratic anti-
politics that requires people to wait, passively, for delivery as their leaders ‘proclaim 
that the vocation of their people is to obey, to go on obeying and to be obedient until 
the end of time’88 meetings in Kennedy Road increasingly began to talk about 
hlonipha. Usually translated as respect or honour hlonipha often, as a noun or a verb, 
carries the connotation of a performance of subservience by the young to the old, 
women to men and the powerless to the powerful. But here were groups of men and 
women, mostly in their twenties proposing to ‘hlonipha ourselves’89 and to refuse to 
accept anything other than the same respect from the government.90 Respect was 
now being demanded for everyone’s experiences, ideas and contribution. Amongst 
other things this translates into a demand for radical bottom up democracy. People 
became very clear that they were not, as the President and most academics and 

87 There are other instances of similar collaborations against The Plan. For example Municipal refuse 
collection workers have covertly removed refuse from some settlements – a service which The Plan 
reserves for ‘formal’ fully legal and rate paying residents. Similarly some academics at UKZN, which has 
a formal ‘partnership’ with the eThekwini Municipality, have sought, theorising their praxis via Nigel 
Gibson’s reading of Fanon’s work on the role of the intellectual, so put their skills and resources in service 
of resistance to the Municipality. Some social workers and police officers have also acted against The Plan. 
88 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, p. 135. 
89 Christopher Hill notes that in the English and French revolutions heretics often reappropriated the 
language of deference to superiors and applied it to each other to affirm their break with the old 
hierarchy. The World Turned Upside Down: Radical Ideas During the English Revolution Pelican, London, 1975, 
pp. 247-248. 
90 There has been no fetish of state power as the only agent of alienation and exploitation. The same 
demand has been made to business. Left NGOs and certain middle class leftists with delusions of 
vanguardist grandeur, including those masquerading as social movements, have been startled to find that 
they too are expected to negotiate all their proposed interventions openly and democratically and to abide 
by decisions taken at meetings. Furthermore it is required that representatives of any organisation 
proposing any partnership or relationship live in the settlement for a week before discussions are under 
taken.  
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professionalised left ‘activists’ had assumed, demanding ‘delivery’. They were 
demanding the right to co-determine their future. This means that questions about 
where houses are built, who is allocated a house, what counts as a ‘house’ and so on 
are firmly on the agenda. 
 Another legal march was planned for 14 September 2005. Then, on 7 
September 2005, the big boys rolled in under the confident leadership of Deputy 
City Manager Derek Naidoo. ‘We are here’, he announced, ‘to avert the march’.91

Then, after a long (and of course technicist) ramble about budgets and policies - 
punctuated by an interlude where people were berated for allowing the settlement, 
which he spoke of as if it were a disease, to grow from 716 shacks in 2002 to 2 666 in 
2005 (‘This growth is unacceptable!’) - he made his offer. Council wanted a 
'partnership' with the 'leadership' of the community. The council would build two 
toilet blocks in the settlement and the 'leadership' would run these toilet blocks by 
charging ‘10 cents and 20 cents a time’ (10 cents for a piss and 20 cents for a shit? no 
one was sure) and using this money to employ a cleaner and to cover the 
maintenance costs. Toilets are not a small issue in Kennedy Road. But Naidoo's offer 
of two pay per use toilet blocks was greeted with fury.92 Cold fury in some cases. 
Hot in others. But fury all round. 
 People asked about the nearby land that had been promised to the 
community for years. They asked about the housing they had been consistently 
promised in every election campaign and in numerous meetings. When pressed 
Naidoo told the truth about the City's plan for the poor. In his exact words ‘The 
City's plan is to move you to the periphery’. 
 He came under sustained attack. Where will we work? Where will our 
children school? What clinics are there? How will we live? His answer basically 
came down to the claim that the city would enable ‘entrepreneurship’ in its rural 
periphery. People will be dumped in the bush and given training to start businesses. 
Naidoo was told that there was no infrastructure in rural areas. He agreed and said 
that people must understand that it is too expensive to build it there and that the 
development focus was the 25km circumference radiating out from the nodal point 
of the city centre. 
 It was put to Naidoo that this was the same as apartheid - black people were 
being pushed out of the city. It was put to Naidoo that this sounded like a slower 
and more considered version of Mugabe's attack on the poor in Harare. Naidoo said 

91 All quotes from this meeting are taken from Fazel Khan’s notes. 
92 The toilet blocks have now been built. The pay per use idea was dropped and, after a grinding struggle, 
local labour was used and paid near decent wages. Volunteers take turns to maintain a 24 hour guard on 
the toilet blocks to ensure that there is no misuse. Davis is very good on the issue of toilets and notes that , 
consequent to the thinking of ‘certain economics professors sitting in comfortable armchairs in Chicago 
and Boston…pay toilets are a growth industry throughout Third World slums’ and, importantly, that 
toilets are ‘above all…a feminist issue’. Planet of Slums p. 141 & 140. 
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that if people didn't like it ‘they should go to the constitutional court’. This is, he 
observed, a democracy. 
 Naidoo kept saying that there was no land. Chazumuzi Ngcobo pointed out 
that there was in fact plenty of land around. Examples were cited. Naidoo said that 
the land belongs to a private company – Moreland. From this moment on the 
struggle has included a demand for the expropriation of land for housing from 
Moreland.
 Naidoo was told that the march would be averted if he promised 2 500 
houses in the city in writing. He said ‘No, this place has been identified and 
prioritised for relocation. It is ringfenced for slum clearance’. He was asked if he 
would put his offer of a partnership around the toilets in writing. He said ‘No. The 
city is extending their hand. This is participatory democracy’. Naidoo was told that 
people wouldn't be voting in the local elections. He berated them for ‘not respecting 
democracy’. Naidoo was told that the march on the 14th was going ahead and that if 
it didn't get results there would be further road blockades. 
 S'bu Zikode declared the meeting closed. He spoke about all the people who 
had lied - Councillor Yakoob Baig, City official S’bu Gumede and others. He told 
Naidoo ‘You have lied, you are lying and it seems you will continue to lie. We'll put 
thousands on the streets’. 
 Naidoo and his entourage left. The intense discussions about strategy 
continued into the night. 
 The political process in the two weeks leading up to the march was 
extraordinary. There were nightly meetings in nearby settlements as well as the 
Sydenham Heights municipal flats and the Jimmy Carter Housing Project in 
Sherwood. The meetings began with a screening of Kennedy Road and the Councillor
and then moved into open discussion. O’Sullivan’s film gives a short overview of the 
Kennedy Road struggle from March to June 2005. Interviews are often in Zulu and 
the film takes the lived experience and intelligence of its subjects seriously (as 
opposed to the altogether more common practice of distorting the reality of African 
struggles to make them appear to conform to the expectation of Northern NGOs, 
Northern academic networks or fashionable Northern theories). Against the often 
raced and gendered and always classed documentary convention in which analysis 
comes via an ‘expert’ the film allows the people who suffer and resist to theorise 
their own experiences.93 It begins with the sanitation crisis and broken promises 
around toilets before moving into broken promises around land and housing in 
Clare Estate. But, crucially, it includes the articulation of an Abahlali baseMjondolo
political identity and a direct contestation with the stereotypes that seek to objectify 
shack dwellers as stupid, dirty, lazy, criminal and dangerous. At every screening 

93 This style of genuinely radical film making has since been continued in Abahlali baseMjondolo by Sally 
Giles & Fazel Khan. 
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people cheered as Nonhlanhla Mzobe says (in translation) ‘We are not animals. We 
are human beings that feel and want nice things. We think. People must understand 
that we think’. It was the first time that hlonipa for shackdwellers had hit the big 
screen.
 Thousands of people saw o’Sullivan’s film and were part of intense political 
discussions during these two weeks. Each community confronts a situation with its 
own singularities and so each meeting had its own character, dynamics, and 
tensions, not least in the breaking with the local ANC structures. At the last minute, 
local ANC structures were informed that any member joining the march would be 
expelled from the party, the IFP front smear was resuscitated and people were told 
that when delivery came communities that had supported the march would be left 
out. Sherwood and the Lacey Road settlement dropped out altogether and support 
dropped significantly in the Foreman and Jadhu Place settlements. But on the 
morning of the 14th well more than 5 000 people (some put the number as high as 8 
000) set off up Kennedy Road to fire their councillor.  
 The shack dwellers were joined by a bus load of people from the flatlands of 
South Durban mobilised by the inimitable Des D’sa94 and various other supporters 
including a group of young white boys with signs saying something about toilets in 
bad Zulu. Young white boys with shaven heads and the look of poverty have a whiff 
of fascism to the refined noses of the middle class left and ‘out of context’ can look 
like rent-a-mob. I asked them, trying to disguise my suspicion, who they were. 
Turns out they were from a Pretoria orphanage. They have an annual coastal 
camping holiday in nearby ugly industrial Pinetown and have got to know the 
campsite caretaker well over the years. He lives in Kennedy Road. So they walked 
into town and caught the taxi to Clare Estate with him. Such is the beauty of 
struggle. Such are the ways in which we learn how fucked-up we are.  
 The councillor came to meet ‘his people’ in an armoured riot control vehicle 
from which he, at times visibly shaking with fear, watched a performance of his 
funeral. The sombre priest (Danger Dlamini) and wailing mother (Nonhlanhla 
Mzobe) asked the impassive heavens who would replace the late Councillor Baig. 
Who would lie as he had lied? Who would show the contempt that he had shown? 
Who would leave them to shit in plastic bags? Who would switch off his phone 

94 D’sa has been a very effective activist for years in the township of Wentworth, designated as coloured 
under apartheid, where he has campaigned against evictions, disconnections and the ongoing 
environmental racism of the oil refineries in the township. Destitute people living in Municipal flats in 
Wentworth face eviction as the flats are privatised under the city’s slum clearance policy and body 
corporates demand levies. On 21 March, a year to the day after the march on Sydenham police station, 
D’sa hosted a meeting in Wentworth with a view to beginning a flat dwellers’ movement to stand with 
the shack dwellers’ and together oppose the city’s ‘slum clearance’ policy. D’sa was born in Umkhumbane
and forcibly removed to Wentworth in 1969. At one of the combined shack and flat dweller events he told 
me that the non-racialism reminded him of life in Umkhumbane.
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when they pleaded with him to intercede with the fire brigade when their homes 
were burning? Who would stand, gingerly, at the edge of the settlements dishing out 
breyani when they wanted an honest and open conversation? When the carnival was 
over Yakoob Baig was forced out of the armoured vehicle to receive a memorandum 
from a gentle man who works at a petrol station and lives with his family in a home 
made of mud and sticks. The councillor was not metaphorically buried merely as a 
deficient instance of councillorhood. It was the whole idea of a top down party 
structure stretching down to ordinary people through councillors that was being 
buried. Back in Kennedy Road brandy was spilt for the amadlozi and the march was 
celebrated as a major triumph. 
 The march was on national radio and television that night and the next day 
the national tabloid, The Citizen, led with a banner headline screaming ‘6 
THOUSAND PEOPLE HAVE TO USE 6 TOILETS’95 and the Durban morning 
newspaper, The Mercury, led with the march and reported that S’bu Zikode, had 
affirmed that ‘if there was no progress soon the protests would be intensified. He 
said people would begin taking services by force, beginning with Operation 
Khanyisa which was taking electricity by force’.96 The media interest rolled on 
through the weekend and a scandal broke about City Manager Mike Sutcliffe, a 
master of self promoting spin and media manipulation, earning more than the 
president while the poor suffered. Sutcliffe was panicking. In an hysterical rant at 
Fazel Khan (an academic who had become part of the movement) in a university 
parking lot he screamed that the marchers were all being ‘used’ by a white Marxist 
academic who should ‘pay for the toilets’ himself.97 There was a rip, small but clear, 
in the carefully and expensively manufactured consent for the city’s casino and 
theme-park led development policy. In the following months there was more 
organising, marches and the movement spread rapidly. At each march a 
memorandum was delivered, and each time, its recipient was more senior within the 
government hierarchy. After Baig a memorandum was addressed to Mayor Obed 

95 Paul Kirk, ‘6 Thousand People Have to Use 6 Toilets’, The Citizen 15 September 2005 
96 Carvin Goldstone & Michael De Vries, ‘Clamour rises for shelter, services’, The Mercury 15 September 
2005
97 Although the academic in question had joined the march he had had no further or deeper involvement 
in the shack dwellers’ struggle as either a participant or funder. In fact there had been no outside funding 
at all. Later Sutcliffe would make even more paranoid claims including statements to the media that the 
struggle was a plot between the same academic who, he said, was working for dubious American funders 
with an imperial agenda, and a local DA councillor. For Sutcliffe, like many key people in the local ANC, 
there must always be white agency and large amounts of money behind the struggles of the black poor. 
The apartheid state often held exactly the same pejorative assumptions. Interestingly Sutcliffe tells leftists 
that he, like Thabo Mbeki, remains a Leninist. We can only assume that he is not thinking of the Lenin 
who argued that ‘bureaucratic deformities’ were because the state apparatus has been ‘borrowed from 
Tsarism and simply covered with a Soviet veneer’. Cited in Robert Conquest Lenin Fontana, London, 1972, 
p.113. 
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Mlaba. He first responded by sending junior officials to meetings, then by promising 
a R10 billion land deal involving his former employers, Moreland. When he failed to 
honour subsequent promises to disclose any further details about this deal, the 
shackdwellers decided to address their grievances to the Premier of KwaZulu-Natal, 
S’bu Ndebele. 
 Along with these marches and the rapid climb up the rungs of government 
heirarchy, a range of organising meetings were held within the settlements. A good 
number of settlements, often in the face of serious and at times armed intimidation, 
successfully democratised.98 On 6 October a meeting of 12 settlements that all now 
had democratic committees autonomous from the local ANC was held in Kennedy 
Road. There were 32 elected representatives there, 17 men and 15 women. They 
agreed that they would not vote in the coming elections and that they would stand 
together and fight together as the Abahlali baseMjondolo movement. 99 Each settlement 
now has at least one weekly meeting and representatives from each of the 
settlements meet as Abahlali baseMjondolo every Saturday. Every day there is good 
number of meetings of various sub-committees. 
 The meeting can be a slow enervating nightmare. But Fanon, a man with an 
indisputably firm commitment to action, celebrates it as a liturgical act. The religious 
language is appropriate not just because the meeting performs the same functions as 
those that Davis, rightly, sees religion as performing in the slum100 – to connect and 
sacralise the denigrated and to tend hope. It is also appropriate because the meeting, 
when genuinely open to the wider life lived in common, is a space for people and 
communities to become something new – in this case historical agents in the material 
world. 101

98 In those settlements with Abahlali baseMjondolo  affiliated democratic committees where individuals 
have wanted to campaign for the ANC they have been able to do so openly. 
99 On 21 November 2005 there were 14 settlements formally affiliated to the movement and another 8 
where large groups of people had affiliated. There were Abahlali in 28 settlements. All of the 14 formally 
affiliated settlements were governed on a fully democratic basis, were holding weekly mass meetings and 
sending delegations, elected afresh each week, to weekly Abahlali baseMjondolo meetings. Around 20 000 
people had been actively mobilised by the movement in different ways and word of the movement had 
spread way beyond the settlements in which there was regular formal participation. 
100 But Davis is wrong to write as though everyone in the slums is religious and to ignore the diversity of 
modes of being religious. 
101Abahlali take the position that everyone in the settlement is from the settlement and so meetings are 
absolutely open to all adults independent of age, place of origin, ethnicity, degree of poverty, time spent 
in the settlement and gender. However while mass meetings always include children smaller meetings 
usually don’t and it is apparent that, while women participate enthusiastically and regularly make 
decisive interventions, they are often young women without children or older women with children that 
don’t require continual care. For the meeting to reach its full democratic potential child care arrangements 
will have to be improved. This is materially difficult in settlements like Foreman Road where there simply 
is not any building or even open space large enough for collective childcare arrangements. This is one 
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Escalating repression 
The Abahlali had to confront their first crisis quickly. The small Lusaka settlement 
was one of three settlements in the Northern suburbs that chose not to join the 
movement. They felt that they would be rewarded for remaining loyal to the ANC. 
This was a mistake. They were picked off because they were isolated and vulnerable. 
The settlement was demolished by the City, at gun point and mostly in the rain, 
during the last week of October 2005. The chaotic scenes of keening women, police 
dogs, tear gas and ineffectual attempts to stand up to the armed power of the state 
could have come straight out of the late 1950s or the early 1980s except that the 
eviction notice was now, via its logos and slogans, attached to the nation rather than 
white authority. Thirty five households were moved to two roomed shack size 
‘starter homes’ in Mount Moriah and the notorious rural ghetto of Parkgate, which is 
27 kilometres and a R21 taxi journey from Durban. There are no schools, shops, 
clinics or police stations there. The houses have a plug point, a tap and a toilet. 
Limited amounts of water and electricity will be free for the first two years after 
which user fees will be levied. The roofs of the houses and the plastic toilet cisterns 
were already leaking by December. They are indisputably worse than the 4 roomed 
houses built in apartheid relocation townships. The only progress inheres in the fact 
that unmarried women are now eligible for this housing.102

 Nineteen households were ‘not on the list’ and were, in casual violation of 
the celebrated South African constitution, left homeless. They occupied the front 
lawn of the local councillor’s offices for a week in protest. They were arrested on 
charges of trespassing and spent three days in the holding cells at Sydenham police 
station. After their release was secured they were housed in the Kennedy Road 
community hall and, due only to the intense pressure generated on their behalf by 
the Abahlali, they were finally given houses in Mount Moriah on 19 November 2005. 
Although Mount Moriah is closer to the city than Parkgate it is still a bleak rural 
ghetto far from opportunities for work and so the ‘victory’ has largely been 
experienced as hollow. The experience of Rasta Walter is not untypical. He came to 
Lusaka from a Transkei village in 2000. He soon found work as a gardener and in 
three years saved enough money to buy a second-hand lawnmower and begin a 
grass cutting business. Within a year he was able to buy a second mower and send 
for his brother. He lost his guitar and his dog and was parted from his girlfriend, 
who lives in a nearby settlement, in the eviction. The lawnmowers were not lost but 

reason why getting two areas of common space (one for meetings and one for childcare) has become a 
priority. In Jadhu Place two old shipping containers donated by a church have been used to good effect. 
102 Mark Hunter first brought this important fact to my attention. 
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can not be transported into town by taxi. He has not worked a day since he was 
moved to Parkgate and is suffering severe depression.103

 The newly elected Foreman Road Development Committee scheduled a 
march on Mayor Mlaba for Monday 14 November. This was to be their first march 
into the city. But, as in 1956, this was a step too far for the state. The Committee 
completed all the paper work necessary to stage a legal march in good time. But 
three days before the scheduled march a terse fax was received from the 
Municipality stating that the march was ‘prohibited’.104 City Manager Mike Sutcliffe 
is responsible for administering requests to hold legal marches. The Freedom of 
Expression Institute issued a statement condemning Sutcliffe’s ban as ‘a flagrant 
violation of the Constitution and the Regulation of Gatherings Act’.105 On the day 
scheduled for the march over 3 000 people gathered in the Foreman Road settlement 
to take a collective decision on how to respond. There was a large police presence at 
the two exits from the settlement. The Committee warned that it would be 
dangerous to march and suggested that a rally be held in the settlement instead. But 
the majority decided that they could not accept this and would stage a peaceful 
march in protest. Speaker after speaker observed that while marching might be 
dangerous continuing to live in the settlements under the current conditions was 
also very dangerous. The marchers, mostly women, set off singing up the steep dirt 
road that leads out of the settlement. They had just stepped on to Loon Road, where 
the ‘informal’ dirt track meets the ‘formal’ tarred road, when they were met by the 
police. They had posed no threat to any person or property. Without the mandatory 
warning the police charged the protestors and began arresting and beating people at 
random resulting in a number of serious injuries. System Cele had her front teeth 
smashed as she was beaten down onto Loon Road by baton blows to the back of the 
head. At least two police officers fired shots from pistols and people were shot at 
point blank range with rubber bullets. It was just sheer good luck that no one was 
killed. 
 There were a total of 45 arrests. While the police were beating people back 
down the dirt road that leads into the settlement someone shouted ‘You can’t do this 
to us. This is a democracy’. Officer Swart’s response was to say ‘There is no 

103 See Anna Weekes Starting from Scratch After Forced Removal
http://www.ukzn.ac.za/ccs/default.asp?3,28,10,2300 
104 Fax from the Municipality dated 9 November 2005. Sutcliffe’s ban resulted in a hard hitting press 
statement by the Freedom of Expression Institute, an equally hard hitting article in a local newspaper by 
myself and a strongly worded petition by more than 50 top constitutional rights academics from around 
the world. However he remained unrepentant and justified, and continues to justify his illegal 
suppression of basic rights on the grounds that the Foreman march was ‘political’. Clearly for Sutcliffe 
basic rights should only be respected when their exercise poses no threat to his authority. Perhaps this is 
the Leninism to which he subscribes. 
105 Freedom of Expression Institute Press Statement dated 10 November 2005. 
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democracy here!’106 For some hours police blocked both entrances to the settlement 
preventing anyone from entering and shooting, mostly with rubber bullets but stun 
grenades and live ammunition were also used, at anyone trying to leave the 
settlement. Protestors, led from the front at the Loon Road entrance by Fikile Nkosi, 
a young domestic worker, successfully kept the police from entering the settlement 
with barrages of stones. During the police siege a suited effigy of Mlaba was burnt in 
the settlement. 
 Academics and journalists were threatened with violence if they reported 
what they had seen and had cameras stolen. The police simply refused to open cases 
of intimidation, theft and assault against other SAPS officers. However a number of 
officers from Crime Intelligence and the National Intelligence Agency were 
undertaking overt investigations into various people active in Abahlali baseMjondolo
and there were also, often inept, attempts at covert survellience.107 There was now a 
defacto ban on all political activity outside of the settlements. But the movement 
continued to mobilise inside settlements and to grow. 

On 13 January the National Intelligence Agency phoned S’bu Zikode to 
inform him that S’bu Ndebele, the provincial premier, would be hosting a rally at 
Kennedy Road and warning him that he would be held personally responsible if 
things went wrong. The next morning riot police, under the command of Glen 
Nayagar and accompanied by Yakoob Baig, occupied the settlement. Shack dwellers 
in ANC t-shirts were then bussed in from settlements elsewhere in the city. They 
had not been told where the rally would be and many were angry when they arrived 
in Kennedy Road and realised that they were being used to stage a faked media 
spectacle of ANC support. Nayagar demanded that the Abahlali unlock the hall or 
face arrest. They refused. There was a tense stand off between the police and Abahlali
with increasingly fruitful conversations between Kennedy Road residents and many 
of the people bused in to simulate them. Eventually the police gave up and left. 
Ndebele, who had been waiting in nearby Sydenham to make the appearance of a 
triumphant entrance, kept away.  
 A month later Abahlali baseMjondolo was invited, in writing, to send one 
panellist and 60 supporters to take part in a debate on the popular TV talk show 

106 Author’s notes 
107 A month after the march the Vice-Chancellor of the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN), Professor 
Malegepuru Makgoba, informed Fazel Khan (in front of three witnesses) that Mayor Mlaba had asked 
him to take action against the two UKZN academics he believed to be ‘behind’ the march. Makgoba said 
that he would submit the National Intelligence Agency report on the academics in question to the 
university council to see if there were grounds for a charge of ‘incitement’. On this occasion the academics 
in question had, together with a third academic, been part of the movement but had certainly not been 
‘behind’ it. Makgoba later backed down in the face of a challenge and flatly denied having ever issued 
this threat. Makgoba had just forced renowned scholar activist and public intellectual Ashwin Desai out 
of the university on grounds that are entirely illegal and related to a university workers’ struggle in 1996. 
The struggle to democratise the university culminated in a 12 day strike in February 2006. 
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Asikhulume to be filmed live in Cato Manor. The same invitation had been extended 
to the ANC, IFP and NADECO. The Abahlali arrived to find the police stationed at 
the doors to the hall. People wearing black and white political party t-shirts, all 
emblazoned with the faces of the various party leaders, were waved through while 
the Abahlali, conspicuous in their red shirts demanding land and housing and 
refusing to vote were, to a person, denied entrance to the hall. When S’bu Zikode 
showed the police his written invitation to appear as a panellist they singled him out 
for assault before tear gassing everyone else. Through the glass doors Obed Mlaba 
could be seen sitting smugly on the stage. After vigorous protest the Abahlali were 
able to get close enough to the doors to start banging. The noise was disruptive and 
someone opened a door from the inside. Xolani Shange from the Socialist Students’ 
Movement quickly put his body in front of officer Ndlovu’s fists and baton so that 
Zikode could slip in and confront Mlaba from the floor. Mlaba’s smugness twisted 
into silent rage as he was held to account by a man who lives in a shack. Zikode was 
able to speak for five minutes before a massive cloudburst cut the broadcast out.  
 The Abahlali were eventually able to garner the connections to begin to 
challenge their de facto banning on Monday 27th February 2006. Sutcliffe had, again, 
illegally banned a planned march into the city. This time the movement had grown 
to the point where 20 000 people were expected. The day before the march an 
attempt by Baig and Mlaba to win people in Jadhu Place over with breyani108 was 
laughed off and failed dismally. As dawn broke on the day of the march the police 
occupied the three largest settlements - Foreman Road, Jadhu Place and Kennedy 
Road - in a military style operation using armoured vehicles and helicopters. All 
exits were blocked off and key people were arrested, sometimes while still asleep, 
and later assaulted in Sydenham police station. There were major stand offs at all 
three settlements and in the city where people from smaller settlements and 
Wentworth and Chatsworth were gathering. But this time Abahlali were able to go to 
the High Court and, in a day of high drama watched closely by the national media, 
won a court order interdicting the City and the police from interfering with their 
right to protest. With the interdict in their hands the shack dwellers were able to 
leave the settlements and march into the city in triumph. The provincial minister for 
Safety and Security, Bheki Cele, stood on the steps of the City Hall staring 
menacingly at people he recognised and drawing his finger across his throat. 
Sutcliffe loaded his furious press statement with words like ‘criminal’ and ‘anarchy’ 

108 If their intelligence had been more accurate and less given to paranoid conspiracy theory they would 
have known that ‘Phansi breyani!’ had long been a slogan of the movement. The slogan arose in opposition 
to the tendency by Baig and others to assume that people would be won over with occasional free food at 
elections or when there was some dissatisfaction. It is now used more generally against any attempt to, in 
any form, buy the right to halt, fragment, co-opt or direct resistance. 
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and promised to challenge the court. In fact he issued no challenge to the court and 
said nothing when the court ordered the city to pay punitive costs a week later. 
 Two days later the ANC councilors in the Northern suburbs were returned 
to office. The boycott by shack dwellers had held firm but the middle class vote 
swung decisively towards the ANC. However Abahlali received far more media 
coverage than any of the political parties in Durban and, to a very large extent, set 
the agenda for the election. Izikipa ezibomvu, as Abahlali are known by the ANC and, 
consequently, much of the popular media, dominated most of the tone and 
substance of the ANC victory rally in the city hall where Bheki Cele frantically and 
furiously recycled the old white agitator thesis and promised an intelligence and 
police crack down on the movement and named individuals.  
 The ANC reveals something about itself by choosing to refer to Abahlali 
baseMjondolo as ‘the red shirts’. Even when one Umhlali wears the red shirt she 
suddenly becomes very visible – even hyper visible – as an autonomous political 
subject. When hundreds of Abahlali wear their red shirts together it feels and is 
treated like an insurgency even if they are just singing in the road. The red shirts 
produce tremendous anxieties amongst those who want to insist, overtly or covertly, 
that shack dwellers keep to their place. There have been all kinds of paranoid and 
often contradictory conspiracy theories about where the shirts come from and who 
pays for them. In fact the Abahlali have no outside funding at all and the t-shirts were 
initially bought from and printed by local businesses for the usual fee paid which 
was paid with money raised within the movement. The t-shirts are now made in the 
shacks by the Abahlali Women’s Sewing Collective with rented peddle power sewing 
machines. The truth is that the ANC does, in fact, have good grounds to be afraid. 

An epistemology of resistance 
Fanon, the great theorist of resistance as a collective questioning, declares that ‘As a 
man, I undertake to face the possibility of annihilation in order that two or three 
truths may cast their eternal brilliance over the world’.109 For Fanon the potential for 
the generation of eternal and brilliant truths lies in reflection on action because it 
requires the shock of the real  – hence the price of their possible generation is neither 
solitary hours at a desk nor instruction as an initiate of some intellectual or political 
cult.
 Alain Badiou is the great contemporary theorist of philosophical truth as a 
product of the experience of struggle. He argues that: ‘We must conceive of a truth 
both as the construction of a fidelity to an event, and as the generic potency of a 
transformation of a domain of knowledge’.110 Like Fanon, Badiou speaks, in his case 
via Heidegger, of the impact of a truth as a mutation. ‘The mutation occurs through 

109 Frantz Fanon Black Skin, White Masks New York, Grove Press 1967, pp.227-8. 
110 Badiou, Infinite Thought, p. 58.  
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the interpenetration of spirit as intellect, the latter being understood as the simple 
faculty to reason correctly in theoretical and practical considerations’.111 For Badiou 
the breaks with consensus that enable radical political movement are ‘centred on the 
exception that truths inflict on what there is’.112

 Truths are events that no longer allow us, in good faith, to see as we 
previously saw and to be as we previously were. So, for example, after the Haitian 
revolution, or after the Soweto uprising, or after Biko hit back, a new truth – ethical, 
epistemological and strategic - became present in the world. Fidelity to the truths 
that emerge in struggle renders philosophical engagement a mode of praxis, action 
and reflection within struggle, rather than just a mode of analysis. In the words of 
Marx: 

Nothing prevents us…from starting our criticism with criticism of politics, with 
taking sides in politics, hence with actual struggles, and identifying ourselves with 
them. Then we do not face the world in doctrinaire fashion with a new principle, 
declaring, ‘Here is the truth, kneel here! We develop new principles for the world out 
of the principles of the world.113

This point is concretised with typical elegance by John Berger who, writing on and at 
the time of the death of Che Guevara, observed that: 

Guevara found the condition of the world as it is intolerable. It had only recently 
become so. Previously, the conditions under which two thirds of the people of the 
world lived were approximately the same as now. The degree of exploitation and 
enslavement was as great. The suffering involved was as intense and as widespread. 
The waste was as colossal. But it was not intolerable because the full measure of the 
truth about those conditions was unknown – even by those who suffered it. Truths 
are not constantly evident in the circumstances to which they refer. They are born – 
sometimes late. This truth was born with the struggles and wars of national 
liberation. In the light of this new-born truth, the significance of imperialism 
changed.114

The Abahlali’s concern with truth, and the mechanics of confronting it together in the 
sacred space of the meeting, the home of the exile, has not dimmed after the election 
results. In fact the local ANC’s decision to consolidate as a party of the middle class 
has openly entrenched the previously denied rupture that led to a confrontation 
with the truth of betrayal.  

111 Martin Heidegger cited in Badiou, Infinite Thought, Continuum, London, 2004. p. 59. 
112 Badiou, Metapolitics p. 22. 
113 Cited in Richard Turner ‘Dialectical Reason’, Radical Philosophy No.4, 1973, p. 33. 
114 John Berger Selected Essays Vintage, London 2001, p. 11.  
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 Like Fanon, Alain Badiou recommends a break with the politics of 
representation, sees local politics as the site for this and heralds the meeting as 
central to radical process. He proposes no easy formula: ‘To identify the rare 
sequence through which a political truth is constructed, without allowing oneself to 
be discouraged by capitalist-parliamentary propaganda, is in itself a stringent 
discipline’.115 For Badiou what is at stake is not a new philosophy but a new practice 
of philosophy: 

To say that politics is ‘of the masses’ simply means that, unlike bourgeois 
administration, it sets itself the task of involving the people’s consciousness in its 
process, and of taking directly into consideration the real lives of the dominated. In 
other words, ‘masses’, understood politically, far from gathering homogenous 
crowds under some imaginary emblem, designates the infinity of intellectual and 
practical singularities demanded by and executed within every sphere of 
justice…politics is of the masses, not because it takes into account the ‘interests of the 
greatest number’, but because it is founded on the veritable supposition that no one 
is enslaved, whether in thought or in deed, by the bond that results from those 
interests that are a mere function of one’s place.116

The discussion at Abahlali meetings is not, as has often been my experience 
previously, a performance of inclusion to legitimate an outcome determined 
elsewhere. Elected leaders and individuals with various forms of relative privilege 
are routinely subject to positions that they did not arrive with. When the meeting 
produces a result we are all committed to it.117 This is due to deeply valued ethical 
commitments. But it is also due to necessity. There is no other way to build popular 
consent for a risky political project amongst a hugely diverse group of vulnerable 
people with profound experiences of marginalisation and exploitation in multiple 
spheres of life, including political projects waged in their name. There is no 
patronage to dispense. If democracy ever does become a performance rather than 
the reality, the collective movement out of the places to which shack dwellers are 
supposed to keep will stop. Everyone knows this. 

115 Badiou, Metapolitics, p. 101. 
116 Badiou, Metapolitics, p. 73. 
117 Although the Abahlali have very successfully resisted attempts at co-option and manipulation from 
NGOs, and the increasing peripheral presence of individuals and organisations legitimating their 
assumed right to dominate in the name of class based power to network in the professionalised ‘left’, it 
should still be noted that in a number of instances ‘left’ ‘solidarity’ has taken the form of various (but 
uniformly failed) types of attempts to shift the real locus of power away from the meeting. When a 
movement is radically democratic, which any movement must be to be radical, the only form of genuine 
solidarity can be one premised on subordination to the authority of the meeting. Everything else is just 
more exploitation. The tendency towards exploitation, and at times the open contempt for the experience 
and intelligence of the poor, is something that needs to be taken up vigorously on the terrain of the 
middle class left – the NGO, the university and the party and proto-party. 
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 Through their constant process of interrogation, the Abahlali are developing 
an epistemology of exile, a collective process of taking on the rigours of an ongoing 
confrontation with truth. It is an epistemology that enables a popular de-
legitimation of the state’s claims that its Plan will achieve development for the poor 
by expelling them from the city and acting to make the rich richer. It also enables the 
development of direct antagonism against local and micro-local elites working 
around the broad thrust of the plan to advance their own interests. And it enables 
various local and transnational leftisms that assume the poor to be an unthinking 
mass requiring direction from above to be challenged or shrugged off. The de-
legitimation of The Plan, and the legitimation of open opposition, expressed as 
growing rivers of thought in material motion, is making it possible, as it became 
possible in the struggles of previous generations, to oppose the juggernaut of 
constituted power, and, ultimately, its often insufficiently visible charioteers, with 
sustained and multiple insurgencies of popular constituent power. Quite how the 
state, with its subordination to capital cloaked in an increasingly anxious 
nationalism, recasts its own epistemologies and technologies of development 
remains to be seen. The Abahlali have also made serious progress towards 
challenging forms of domination within the settlements that are not necessarily, like 
the old SANCO committees, linked to the state. In some instances they have begun 
or vastly improved projects like crèches, gardens and community kitchens and 
linked these firmly with their self-directed political project rather than the state’s 
project of getting the (usually but not always female) poor to take on the burden of 
the broader social crisis as ‘volunteers’. So crèches, for example, don’t only create 
more opportunities for women by freeing up time, but are also understood as places 
where children can be kept safe from the threat of rape. It remains to be seen 
whether or not Abahlali baseMjondolo will sustain its militancy against the tendency 
towards sclerosis internal to all movements that achieve and sustain meaningful 
counter power.118 But, so far, the Abahlali have produced enough innovation to stay 
well ahead of the state and to sustain the democratic praxis with which their 
struggle began and by which it is differentiated from what it opposes. 

118 Encouragingly Abahlali baseMjondolo has produced a constitution which states that any branch, and the 
movement as a whole, will immediately cease to exist if carefully elaborated democratic processes are not 
adhered too. But of course no formal commitment to procedural democracy can guarantee substantive 
democracy if the political will falters. The once militant Bombay shack dwellers movement that began by 
blocking roads and taking municipal officials hostage in the early 1970s and has now degenerated into 
Shack Dwellers’ International is an important cautionary tale. Shack Dwellers’ International is a well 
funded, top down multi-national NGO working with Habitat to provide the appearance of legitimacy for 
governments and municipalities unwilling to engage with their own citizens who live in shacks. (See 
Robert Neuworth’s Shadow Cities pp. 132-139) The eThekwini Municipality lists it as a partner. They send 
out the police to beat and arrest Abahlali but conference with Shack Dwellers International ….So it goes. 
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‘Now that we’re protesting, our voice is heard . . our struggle is the voice of silent 
victims . . . we hadn’t been able to talk before’ 

– System Cele 

Introduction 
When it assumed leadership in 1994, the African National Congress and its ruling 
alliance partners encouraged a policy of demobilisation for the very organisations 
that, via mass-mobilisation, had helped bring them into power. After a period of 
relative quiet, many of the same people who had fought against apartheid took to 
the streets again in the mass-movements that have emerged post-apartheid, 
protesting the policies of the new, African-led government. The grievances of these 
movements range from frustration with government inaction on HIV/AIDS to the 
evictions of the poor who cannot pay rent, but all express frustration with how little 
the circumstances of the poor have changed with the ‘new dispensation’,3 and bring 
their frustrations to the state.4 One of the more recent ‘movements’ began with large 
protests from Durban’s Kennedy Road settlement against their local councilor, 
which then inspired and grew into Abahlali baseMjondolo5 (AbM), an organisation of 
shack-dwellers. Through AbM, the scope and participation of the movement have 
increased dramatically over the past year, garnering significant media attention and 
winning small concessions from the Durban municipal government. The topic of 
Kennedy Road is important beyond the demands this movement makes or the 
tactics it employs, however, for what it represents: a thrust for ‘bottom-up 
democracy’6 in a country whose leaders are being criticised increasingly for highly-
centralised control7 and a directed, public articulation of the grievances of the poor. 
 This paper explores how the people of the Kennedy Road settlement 
understand themselves, their movement, its goals and tactics, and its relationship to 
the state and to the struggle against apartheid. To understand these connections, this 
project also explores the origins of the Abahlali movement (and how these origins are 
remembered) and the sustaining culture and networks that the movement has 
spawned. Thus, the guiding questions to be answered are simply ‘why did a 
movement arise from Kennedy Road?’ and ‘how has this movement been 
sustained?’  But because this movement, as are most, is sustained by many of the 

3 South Africans use this phrase to describe the period since 1994.  
4 Ballard, Richard Globalisation, Marginalisation and New Social Movements in Post-Apartheid South Africa. 
2003. These movements bring their grievances primarily to the state, instead of some other party. For 
contrast, take many labour movements, whose primary target is factory owners or company executive 
boards.  
5 Literally, ‘the people who live in the shacks’.   
6 In Habermas’ sense of a broad, participatory forum whereby those at the ‘bottom’ are able to give their 
input and a decision is reached on which those in authority act.    
7 ‘Thabo Mbeki, a Man of Two Faces’.  The Economist, 20 January 2005.  
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same things that produced them, particular focus will be made on its beginnings – 
on people’s frustrations, on how these turned into action, and on the feelings and 
gains that resulted.  
 In explaining the origins of social movements, scholars generally cite the 
‘political opportunities’ afforded to movements by the state, the ‘mobilising 
mechanisms’ that movements employ, or the manner in which they ‘frame’ their 
grievances as the critical factor in successful mobilisation.8 With Kennedy Road and 
AbM, all three of these explanatory factors play a role in successful mobilisation, in 
line with an emerging consensus amongst theorists of social movements. Thus the 
task is not to identify which of these factors mobilised people, but rather the way in 
which their interplay gave rise to a movement.  
 At Kennedy Road, the movement began with a convergence of people’s 
frustration over a series of events which they saw as broken promises from the 
Durban municipal government. These frustrations then converged through the 
mass-meetings the community holds, and were mobilised through the elected 
formal leadership structure as well as through the informal friendship and kinship 
networks within and beyond the settlement. The movement has been sustained, 
though, not only by the power of people’s frustrations, but by a democratic, 
consultative culture that involves as many people as possible in its decisions – what 
some call ‘bottom-up democracy’. Interestingly, this bottom-up democracy couples 
with a strong culture of leadership, and some twenty or thirty committed leader-
activists work hard to preserve the consultative culture of the community and of the 
movement. Additionally, important in the movement’s beginnings and maintenance 
is the ‘framing process’,9 where the settlement has movingly voiced its grievances in 
contrast to the state’s promises. These framings have consolidated support for the 
movement within the Kennedy Road settlement, attracted the solidarity and 
partnership of other settlements, and have fueled sympathetic media coverage, 
taking the movement to a national and international audience. Critically, the 
movement has also linked productively with academics and professionals, whose 
media-skills, legal interventions and strategic advice have kept the movement alive 
and have brought it broader audiences and access to networks of resources.  
 In this paper, I will retrace a history of the AbM movement through the 
accounts people gave in their interviews and through a collection of newspaper 
articles written as the protests began. The body of this paper will then present my 
findings from interviews and observation, sketching a ‘geography’ of the movement. 
In a section on movement origins, we turn back to reexamine the events charted in 
the background section through the eyes of the people living at Kennedy Road, 

8 McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald. Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements. Cambridge, England: 
Cambridge University Press. 1999.  
9 Snow, David and Robert D. Benford ‘Master Frames and Cycles of Protest’.  1992.  
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trying to understand how and why they ‘broke with authority’10 and took their 
grievances to the streets. Here too we begin to see the structures or ‘mobilising 
mechanisms’ that initially ‘got people out of their shacks’11 and have brought 
sustained, broad-based support. As with their mobilising structures, the ways that 
the movement framed their frustrations and cause has been important in gathering 
support from other shacks-dwellers, from academics, and from media, and this 
paper will examine the language of the movement and the support it has attracted. 
As language and culture are intimately intertwined, examining language will build 
to an evaluation of the ‘culture of struggle’, the operating norms of the Abahlali
movement, and this culture’s implications for the movement’s future and growth. 
The paper will conclude by exploring the direction of the movement and its 
members’ views of institutional politics, including recent negotiations with the 
municipality around toilets and housing. And because movements are eminently 
contextual and AbM’s context is South Africa, engaging with institutional politics 
also asks the question of engagement with the ‘first struggle’, and the paper will 
thus explore people’s understanding of the connections between the fight against 
apartheid and the shack-dwellers’ movement.  

A brief history of the Kennedy Road struggle 
Kennedy Road first vaulted into the public eye when approximately 700 people from 
the settlement blocked Umgeni Road for four hours on a Saturday morning, March 
21st. Traffic was completely blocked as people burned tires they had brought along 
with them and chanted and sang until the police dispersed them with teargas and 
dogs, arresting 14 on charges of public violence. Newspapers and television carried 
news of the protests and the arrests through the weekend, and for some, this was 
when Kennedy Road began, or at least when it came into view. In fact, the 
settlement has existed for at least thirty years, an entirely African settlement in the 
Indian neighborhood of Clare Estate, but most of this history is not documented 
anywhere outside of people’s memories and the few newspaper articles12 that have 
been written about it since the protests.  
 As with most informal settlements, many of the residents of Kennedy Road 
come from more rural areas to the city, and stay in the settlements, building a shack 
(on which there are no taxes) or renting one that someone else has built. This feature 
would paint the settlement as a transitional space, where people come only 
temporarily, in hopes of getting a job and then a formal house to which they bring 
their family from more rural areas. But even a quick visit reveals that this settlement 

10 This is Fanon’s term, quoted in Gibson, Nigel. Fanon: The Postcolonial Imagination. 2003. 
11 Personal interview with System Cele. 11 Nov 2005.  
12 Richard Pithouse’s ‘Coffin for the Councilor’ reviews the key events in the settlement in the year since 
the road blockade.  



RESEARCH REPORTS 2006: VOLUME 1 53

is full of families and thousands of children, not just adult migrant labourers. Many 
of these families talk of having come to look for better schools, and because their 
children can now attend schools in this (mostly Indian) neighborhood that have 
opened up to African children with the end of school segregation, some residents 
suggest that this precipitated the demographic shift in the settlement from mostly 
migrant labourers to entire families. For these reasons, the settlement is a hopeful 
place: near to town and to employment, near schools where children can learn 
English, and in a middle-class neighborhood where even casual employment out 
pays anything available in most rural areas.   
 But despite these conditions of access and the hope which they bring, the 
settlement is visibly filled with material deprivation.13 In a project that I organised 
with System Cele, children and youth wrote letters to the mayor of Durban and to 
President Mbeki, and their letters always told of this deprivation. People do not have 
real houses, but cardboard and mud shacks built onto a hillside next to a dump that 
smells, they said, and when it rains the floors of the shacks are wet and muddy, and 
they slip inside of their own homes. Neither do they have water, or adequate toilets, 
they wrote, but most of all they wrote about electricity. Because few of the shacks are 
connected to electricity, the residents use paraffin lamps and candles to study and to 
see at night, but because their house are made of cardboard and are built so close 
together, when one candle tips over fifteen shacks can burn. Cele decided that the 
pamphlet should be called ‘We are Crying’, and this tells the story of the rest of the 
letters.  
 Not all of the conditions the children wrote of or people speak of have come 
directly from under-development, though. Micah Kweyama lamented that living at 
Kennedy Road was ‘like hostel-style, it’s not safe to bring your family here’, and 
many of the children wrote with fear of ‘big men’ and rape. There are visible 
problems of alcoholism, and people report that they live in constant fear of crime14 – 
both of these they attribute to the high rate of unemployment. But what people 
speak of most are the need for land and housing.  
 In their words, over the years, the municipality has extended all variety of 
promises to the community, to improve the conditions here – from simply promising 
to clean the toilets to promising to build them formal houses. One ANC bulletin 
from right after it won the province for the first time in 199915 lists Kennedy Road 
specifically as a place to target for housing upgrades, and another earlier 
announcement invites Kennedy Road specifically to come to a meeting to talk to 
Nelson Mandela in 1993 about their housing problem – ‘your problem is my 

13 Pithouse, Richard ‘Coffin for the Councilor’.  2005.  
14 Derrick Gwala and Thembiso Bhengu were careful to include the government in some of the blame for 
the crime problem, saying that the police won’t come and do their job.  
15 African National Congress ‘ANC KwaZulu-Natal Victory Statement’, 4 June 1999 
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problem, your solution is my solution’.16  So the hope for and expectation of housing 
here is not new. The stories people tell of this hope for housing and their 
relationship with the government are laced with words like ‘broken promises’ and 
with feelings of betrayal, and these stories as motivation for their protests will be 
examined thoroughly in the body of this paper. Whether Nelson Mandela’s meeting 
planned to build houses where the shacks are now or anywhere in Clare Estate, the 
neighborhood the settlement is located in, is unclear. More recently, the municipality 
has told the settlement that ‘this place has been identified and prioritised for 
relocation. It is ringfenced for slum clearance . . . the city's plan is to move you to the 
periphery’,17 as a part of a new slum-clearance policy they appear to have embraced 
in the run-up to the 2010 World Cup. That policy18 is essentially to build current 
shack-dwellers housing in the more rural periphery of the city, but has enjoyed little 
popularity amongst the residents of the shacks themselves. The chronology as to 
when they have been promised the land that they occupy or pieces of adjacent land 
for the construction of houses versus when they have been threatened with forced 
relocation is unclear. Likely there have been both at different times. In short, though, 
residents said that they took to the road to protest when they found out that land 
along Elf Road, a nearby road, which they had been promised in meetings with their 
local councilor and with the department of housing as recently as February of 2005, 
was instead leased to a company to build a brickyard on19 with no warning given or 
consultation made with the settlement community. After scheduling a meeting with 
the councilor and the owner of the company only for them not to come, the 
community met and decided to block the road.    
 After the road was blocked and the fourteen protesters were arrested, about 
1 200 people from the community marched again on the Sydenham police station, 
demanding that ‘if they are criminal we are all criminal’20 – the police should either 
release the fourteen or arrest all of them. In Cosmos Ngcobo’s21 account, the police 
met the marchers at the petrol station on Clare Road, the main road that Kennedy 
Road turns off of, and blocked them from going any further. A delegation of five 
were allowed to continue to the police station, of which he was one, but to no avail: 
the fourteen would not be released. After ten days in Durban’s Westville prison and 
the pro bono intervention of a lawyer, the bail for the 14 was reduced to zero and they 

16 African National Congress. ‘Southern Natal Statement on the Housing Crisis’, 9 November 1993.  
17 Deputy City Manager Derek Naidoo, quoted in Pithouse, Richard ‘Obedience Doesn’t Pay: Inside the 
New Revolt’. 2005.  
18 Grimmet, Neville. ‘Slums Clearance Policy’.  eThekwini Online. Available at www.durban.org.za 
19 In fact the motivations and events surrounding the road blockade are more complex, and are examined 
at length in the ‘Mounting Frustration, Movement Motivations’ section.  
20 Quoted in Pithouse, Richard ‘Obedience Doesn’t Pay: Inside the New Revolt’. 2005.  
21 Interviewed 4 Dec 2005.  
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were released to celebrations in the community hall. With the intervention of a 
second lawyer, the charges were dropped.  
 Two weeks later, on the May 13th, some 3 000 people from Kennedy Road 
together with members of five other settlements marched on their councilor, Yacoob 
Baig, to ‘demand land, housing, and his immediate resignation’.22 This march was 
granted a permit, and no one was arrested. The leaders from Foreman Road who I 
interviewed did report suspicious tactics leading up the event, though – on the 
morning of the march they received pamphlets which claimed the march had been 
organised by the IFP (Inkatha Freedom Party) from people they knew were ANC 
members. Kennedy Road leaders also reported a large, armed military presence at 
their settlement the night before they were to march. Nonetheless, the march went 
off successfully, and newspapers and billboards that afternoon read ‘Massive Protest 
Rocks Durban’.23  From there, Kennedy Road began to form further linkages with 
other settlements and Abahlali baseMjonodolo, a movement of shack-dwellers, 
coalesced as representatives of these settlements began meeting together.  
 Several months later, on 14 September 5000 – some estimated as many as 
8000 – people from Kennedy Road and its recently aligned partner settlements 
marched again on their councilor, Yakoob Baig, enacting a mock funeral to say, in 
Nonhlanhla Mzobe’s words, ‘[Councilor] Baig, you are dead to us’,24 that their ward 
no longer recognised him as a legitimate authority. Like the marches before it, this 
insurgence won attention from and access to the municipal leadership, a 
phenomenon explored in depth in the section on movement directions. In some sign 
of the way that Kennedy Road has influenced other settlements, on 4 October 2005 
Quarry Road, an informal settlement in an adjacent local ward, staged a mock 
funeral for their councilor as well.25

 Of course, Kennedy Road and AbM are not alone amongst post-apartheid 
social movements, and many of the grievances which they bring to the state mirror 
those of their counterparts around the country. As they describe themselves, it is not 
that they are dissatisfied with the proposition of democracy but rather with the 
policies where the government seems not to represent their interests, what they see 
as the undemocratic workings of some state organs of policy. And, examined 
carefully, part of what gives rise to these movements is the unfinished business of 
democratisation. Because though they vote and follow politics religiously, in their 
words, it never ceases to feel to them as though few in the municipal, provincial, or 
national government actually have their interests at heart or are willing to engage 

22 Pithouse, Richard ‘Coffin for the Councilor’.  2005.  
23 ibid.
24 Interviewed 10 Nov 2005.  
25 Khan, Fazel and Pithouse, Richard ‘Another Coffin for Another Durban Councillor: Quarry Road 
Marches on Jayraj Bachu’. 2005.  
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with them with openness and respect. So while their causes differ and they draw 
their support from townships as far apart as Cape Town and Durban, South Africa’s 
new social movements represent a thrust to continue democratisation (beyond the 
regime change), putting the interests of the majority – who also happen to be the 
poorest – back on the table.
 As Richard Ballard notes, this distinguishes South Africa where, unlike the 
United States and Great Britain in the late 1950s and early 1960s in which the poor 
were ‘rediscovered’ by social scientists,26 the poor have ‘re-entered the national 
scene because they have made themselves visible again by their capacity to fight and 
resist’. When they talk of why they first took to the road in protest, the people at 
Kennedy Road tell first of the years that they have lived at the settlement and the 
ways their frustrations have grown, and then of a desire to bring their conditions 
into public view, to make their voices heard The point at which they place the 
beginning of the community’s anger with the municipality and the reasons they give 
for turning this anger to action are varied, but together they give a strong sense that, 
in the eyes of its members, this movement is driven by grievances – with years of 
promises unfulfilled, with the material deprivation of life in the settlement, and by 
the indignity of being relocated to a rural periphery away from all the things that 
they need and want. But the ‘frame’ that they have employed, as S’bu Zikode 
reminded me,27 is simply one of trying to tell the truth – that their councilor Baig has 
lied, that this is what it is like to live in a shack, and that land, housing, basic 
services, and respect are what they want and will demand.  

Mounting frustration and motivations toward action 
In interviews, it was interesting to see when people pinpointed the beginnings of the 
community’s dissatisfaction and where these frustrations were directed – to the 
councilor, with the municipality, etc. – and the people I interviewed each responded 
differently. What every interview revealed, though, was that frustration with their 
councilor, with the municipality and the departments of housing, water and 
sanitation were nothing new.  
 Asked when the community first became frustrated with the municipality, 
different people gave different answers – of those who had only been in leadership 
for a year or two or who had not lived at Kennedy Road as long, most said that the 
people simply became angry on the day or the week leading up to when they 
blocked the freeway. In their words, until then, the community had tried to make 
their voice heard via meetings with municipal authorities; when it became clear that 
they had been ‘bluffed’ by their councilor over a piece of land they had been 

26 Ballard, Richard ‘Globalisation, Marginalisation and New Social Movements in Post-Apartheid South 
Africa’. 2003.  
27 Personal Interview 6 November 2005.  
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promised, they got angry. For those who have lived in the settlement and were 
involved in leadership for longer, the day when they blocked the road was a major 
turning point in terms of attitudes and tactics. But these people’s answers drew from 
more history and painted a picture of mounting frustration – over the municipality’s 
failed promises, but also over the manner in which the community was treated, and 
how decisions were made without consulting them.   
 Nonhlanhla Mzobe, who has lived in the settlement since her childhood, 
spoke of the hope that people felt initially for getting houses after the new 
government came to power in 1994. Around that time, ‘you could go and meet the 
housing officials … and the first time, all the comrades [in the housing department] 
were disciplined, but then they would say the next time that you went that the man 
[you met before] wasn’t there’.28 As she tells it, frustration with the unwillingness of 
the local government to hear their concerns began there.  
 M’du Ngqulunga,29 now the deputy chairperson of the development 
committee, speaks of different events around the same time. Asked when and why 
he first felt motivated to go and protest the councilor, he recalled all the way back to 
‘when I first came here in 1993, the Urban Foundation30 came here and promised us 
that we can just stay here and showed us [how to upgrade] the places that we had, 
all these measurements and things. They insisted that we shouldn’t accept it if 
anyone else might come to say that this land is for someone else . . . when we stayed 
here the housing department used to come and promise us that they‘re going to 
build us houses, this year, then this year, then they came and told us that the land is 
unstable for building, and that the [closeness to] the dump sight might cause 
harmful effects on people’, extending his frustration beyond just the local councilor 
and his recent failures to the whole municipality and the Department of Housing. 
 Anton Zamisa31 puts the beginning of the committee’s frustration with the 
municipality as more recent, in October of 2003, when the Kennedy Road 
development committee under S’bu Zikode’s new leadership organised a clean-up 
campaign, only for the Department of Health to give them no financial or logistical 
support. M’du Ngqulunga also remembered this as a turning point in our second 
interview. Here, they implied, the community was not waiting for the councilor or 
for the municipality to come and bring development, but they were organising 
themselves to address problems in the community32 – in this case, trash – and all 

28 Personal Interview with Nonhlahla Mzobe. 10 Nov 2005.   
29 A twelve year resident of Kennedy Road. Interviewed through Thembiso Bhengu, 16 Nov 2005.  
30 An NGO set up by South African businesses to show that private sector-led development would be 
more efficient. Pithouse, Richard ‘Coffin for the Councillor: A report on the emergence of a shack dwellers 
movement in Durban, South Africa’. 2005.  
31 A professional marathon runner and 12-year resident of Kennedy Road, interviewed 28 Nov 2005.  
32 This was not the only time that the community organised itself to address problems. In her November 
8th interview, Nonhlahla Mzobe tells of the crèche that she started because she saw so many children at 
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they needed the municipality to do was to come and collect the waste they collected 
along with that of their neighbors. And when the municipality gave nominal 
support to the project, but then refused to collect the bags they had collected because 
they were not in the proper bags (given only to taxpayers), said Ngqulunga, ‘this 
was what mobilised us to voice our concerns to the waste department’.33  From 
there, he said, the committee had meetings with the municipal housing department, 
who told them that they would build in the areas around the settlement, 
emphasising that ‘they came here and made all these promises!’   
 Words like ‘promises’ and ‘betrayal’ from the councilors and from other 
members of the municipal government became themes in all of the narratives my 
interviewees told, while the number and the scope of these promises and 
disappointments depended on how long the person had been at Kennedy Road and 
how much they wanted to talk about it. As the people of Kennedy Road tell it, these 
promises, especially around the time of elections, have been a theme in the life and 
hopes of their community, but after votes were tallied, the promises remained 
unfulfilled and hope gave way to disillusionment and then frustration.  
 Importantly, many of the interviewees remember the names and affiliations 
of each of the people who had promised them each thing and often remember the 
exact dates that these things were promised, even five or six years later. This 
exactness lends veracity to their recollections and thus to their grievances, but it 
seems also to show the direction of their frustration – towards each of these 
individuals, and not to a system as a whole.  

From frustration to action – and how we talk about it 
While such promises left unfulfilled were nothing new to the community, people 
often said to me, disillusionment gradually gave way to frustration and then to 
anger until, this past March, everything changed. Frustration spilled into anger over 
a piece of land along nearby Elf Road which the community had been promised for 
the construction of homes, when it became clear to them that their local councilor 
was not only slow to fulfill his promises, but that he had lied to them outright.  
 A few weeks before, their elected councilor, Yakoob Baig had promised 
them in a meeting with the development committee and with officials from the 
municipality that the adjacent land would be used for developing land. So, says 

home alone. Later she was also involved in setting up a drop-in center that cares for child-headed 
households and people living with HIV/AIDS. The drop-in-centre has enjoyed some government 
support.  
33 Mdu Ngqulunga, interviewed through Thembiso Bhengu again on 24 Nov 2005. Note he did not 
include all of the people working for the waste department, though, or for the municipality. He qualified 
his criticism by adding that some from the waste department had borrowed trucks secretly and come to 
pick up their trash secretively.  
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Mzobe, ‘when we saw the ganda ganda34 [bulldozers] working down there, we were 
first happy, but then we thought ‘if they were building houses for us, why wouldn’t 
they tell us?’’.35

 In interviews I questioned people thoroughly on what exactly had happened 
in the days leading up to when they burned tires and blocked the road, and what it 
was that they were hoping this would accomplish. Where other events in the history 
of the settlement were described differently and even in contradictory terms by 
different interviewees, it was striking how completely similar their recollection and 
descriptors were for that week in March.  
 In the recollection of Derrick Gwala,36 S’bu Zikode,37 and of Mondli Mbiko,38

and nearly every other person that I interviewed (though it was in these interviews 
that I pressed this point the most), the week went exactly this way: Seeing the men 
working down on their ‘promised land’,39 just one month after it had been promised 
to them, they were initially excited but then suspicious – as Nonhlanhla Mzobe put 
it ‘why would they build us houses without telling us anything?’ After walking 
down to talk to the men operating the bulldozers down the hill and finding out that 
the men were building a brickyard for the Greystone Company, the community 
became outraged at what they saw as a complete betrayal. After the committee met 
to discuss things, they decided to hold a mass meeting, and announced with a 
loudspeaker that there would be a meeting in the hall. In Mbiko’s words, ‘we [the 
leadership committee] asked the people, ‘what are you thinking about the 
councilor?’ and the community said ‘we must march!’ The committee then held a 
caucus meeting and gave the go-ahead for the march’.  When I pressed him, Zikode 
said that the people most strongly in favour of the march were the youth, but that 
the community had reached the decision together, and that it was the voice of the 
community that was being followed. Putting the same question to others that I 
interviewed, no one could remember who had originally suggested that they 
demonstrate, instead saying that the community had decided together. Committee 
members emphasise that this decision was taken only after their councilor, 
municipal officials and the owner of the company building the brickyard did not 
come to a meeting they had scheduled, after they called them repeatedly, perhaps to 
emphasise just how far they followed all of the proper channels before creating a 
channel of their own.  

34 Zulu for bulldozers.  
35 Interview with Nonhlahla Mzobe, 10 November 2005.  
36 A shopkeeper, gospel singer, and committee member. Interviewed 24 Nov 2005 through System Cele 
37 Chairperson of the Kennedy Road Development Committee. Interviewed 1 Dec 2005 
38 A print-maker and development committee treasurer (though he jokes that this isn’t a difficult job as 
they don’t have any money). Interviewed 25 Nov 2005 
39 Members of the community also use this phrase consistently, referring to the land on Elf Road.  
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 Considering why people’s recollections of the events of that week were so 
similar, even to the point of using the same wording and emphasising the same 
points when other events were remembered differently by different people, more 
salient explanations have occurred to me over time. Initially, I suspected that they 
might all tell the same story and emphasise so carefully that the community made 
the decision together – that it was the ‘voice of the community’ – because if they 
were to pinpoint any one individual or even group, he or she would be at risk of 
prosecution or targeting from the police. Indeed this may be a part of the reason, but 
two more salient explanations have occurred to me since then. The first centers on 
the importance of this week in the life and attitudes of the community. Every person 
whom I interviewed – from high school students to seasoned community leaders to 
grannies unable to even attend the marches – pointed to this week as the point when 
everything changed for Kennedy Road – when the community finally made its voice 
heard Accordingly, because this week was so important to them it is etched firmly 
into people’s minds, and they thus recount it more accurately than other events that 
fade and blur. But even here people probably would not use so many of the same 
phrases and emphasise the same events – this, I think, reveals something about the 
way that the community functions. As the decision to demonstrate was taken so 
carefully with meetings held twice by the committee and once with the whole 
community, so were the events of that week reviewed carefully. After a recent 
march at Foreman Road, I witnessed Zikode lead a meeting at which participants 
carefully evaluated the entire day, what had gone right and what had gone wrong. 
Similarly, the day when they blocked the road was likely to have been even more 
carefully reviewed and discussed, in meetings and in conversations – because the 
people I met at Kennedy Road talk about their struggle all the time. It seems like that 
a common understanding and a common narrative was reached through the careful 
discussion and reflection at these meetings.  

Mobilising structures: Legitimacy through democracy 
If the way that people speak in similar terms of the process leading up to their 
blocking the road gives glimpses of the participatory organisational culture of the 
settlement, hearing people recount one of their community meetings confirms what 
these glimpses hint at: the community is thoroughly democratic, at several levels. 
These democratic organs brought people’s frustrations together for a unified action, 
and served to mobilise the community towards a common goal.   
 Most conventionally democratic is the way in which the community elects 
their development committee every year, calling anyone in the community who 
would come for what they call a ‘mass meeting’, to nominate people for different 
positions on the committee and then to vote. Hundreds of people gather in the 
community hall, and people voice their opinions of the old leadership and nominate 
new potential members of the development committee, who can then decline or 
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accept. Community members are nominated for the key leadership positions – 
chairperson, secretary, and seconds to each of these posts – and the community 
votes on them. People are then nominated to at-large positions, and those receiving 
the most votes receive positions on the committee.    
 Mzobe said the committee began years ago, with ‘my granny and the old 
babas (fathers) calling a meeting under the tree to talk about things’,40 but has 
adopted its current form only under the leadership of S’bu Zikode.  Without fail, 
everyone I talked to in the community held the committee in deep respect, and 
admired individually the people on it – especially its main three leaders, Zikode, 
Mzobe, and M’du Ngqulunga. Interestingly, Zikode and Derrick Gwala, among 
others, said that they had not even wanted to be on the committee, but when the 
people nominated them in the meeting they felt like they had a duty to serve the 
community.
 The internal workings of the committee also struck me for their formality 
and for their consultative, participatory character. The meetings I observed usually 
began with a report from the chairperson, but on any given point, the floor would be 
opened up to the questions and feedback from every person who had something he 
or she wanted to say. People would give reports back on their ‘portfolios’ – health, 
safety and security, and others – and no decision I saw was ever put to a vote, as 
they usually arrived at a consensus. Asked what they have learned from being on 
the committee, members talked a lot about these things – about the importance of 
listening to others’ ideas, about leadership, and about the importance of ‘being 
together’.
 Probed closer, though, things were not always this way. In the 1990s, people 
joked that the committee was run by an induna, or unelected headman, who would 
make people pay him twenty rand before he listened to their problems. For those 
who remember the time, people said that the committee was timid and poorly run – 
that they made no protest when the municipality told them they would have to be 
relocated, that they would never go to meet with the department of housing or 
anyone in government, and that they never consulted with the broader community 
or called for new elections (which they now do every year). Mzobe’s explanation of 
the period is more forgiving – that these leaders were old, and that they were still 
operating on the apartheid-era mindset of not talking to the government because the 
government’s position was that the settlement was illegal. Few people thought that 
this committee had really served the community well, and they talk about now 
versus then in terms of day and night. Anton Zamisa speaks of when Zikode was 

40 Interview 10 Nov 2005.  
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first elected to the committee in 200141 in glowing terms: ‘I started to see S’bu 
Zikode, and I thought ‘this is a man who knows what he’s talking about, I can fight 
[together] with this guy’ . . . S’bu opened our eyes. The committee was not so 
powerful [before], but this one . . . we talk about straight things, land, housing, 
electricity’. The committee also talks to the community more than it ever did before, 
says System Cele, holding mass meetings where they use a loudspeaker to invite 
everyone to come. Because of these meetings where anyone in the community could 
voice their ideas or concerns, and because the committee holds such democratic 
legitimacy, decisions that they make and actions that they choose to take enjoy 
broader popular support than they could in other structures. Zikode confirms: ‘I’ve 
learned the importance of support – the committee would not be democratic unless 
the entire community has given us complete support’.42 Thus, in consultation with 
the community, when the committee gave the go-ahead to block the road in March, 
people turned out by the hundreds.  
 Telling the story of that week in March, T.N. Lembede43 said that on the 
morning of the day when they blocked the road, people went around knocking on 
each other’s doors as early as four in the morning, saying, in System Cele’s 
recollection ‘we all need houses, we all must go’.44 Referring not specifically to this 
march but to all of the marches they have initiated, Lembede talked about cajoling 
people that they must not go to work that day – ‘only the grannies, pregnant women 
and disabled can stay behind’.  Asked if they thought that this was democratic – this 
active persuasion did not seem that way to me initially – people usually chuckled 
and replied that it was, because everyone could freely voice other ideas in the 
meetings, and that they had elected the committee that called and ran the meetings.45

 Thus the movement began not only on the power of people’s frustrations or 
anger, but because they had a legitimate, democratic leadership that promoted the 
whole community’s involvement in decision-making. And, as best as it can be 
reconstructed from oral histories, the real advent of this culture, when Zikode, the 
most committed evangelist for the importance of democratic consultation, was 
elected chairperson, coincided with the turning points that people point to in the 
history of the community. First, when the committee started talking actively to the 
municipality in 2001, and then when they organised the clean-up campaign in 2003 
after he had been elected again. So while the stories of promises and betrayal are 

41 Zikode recounted that he was elected for chairperson in 2001 and 2002, but in 2003 when he was elected 
he declined the position because ‘there was too much competition around the position. Personal 
Interview, 1 Dec 2005.  
42 Interviewed 2 Dec 2005.  
43 Interviewed 11 Nov 2005.  
44 Interviewed 24 Nov 2005.  
45 It should be noted though that those who don’t choose to attend marches suffer no coercive pressure. A 
significant number of people play no role in politics without adverse consequence. 
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critically important, as are the ways that people moved from feelings of betrayal to 
anger and action, this action most probably would not have been so calculated or 
collective without the leadership structure that brought people’s feelings together 
and directed them towards one goal.  

Protest goals 
Asked what their goal was when they blocked Umgeni road, most interviewees 
spoke about trying to make their voice heard, and about trying to bring attention to 
the ways their councilor had failed them. M’du Ngqulunga put it plainly: ‘the idea 
was trying to create something visible, because the councilor had been hiding this 
thing, we wanted to show the whole world what was going on’.46 Zanele Mbatha’s 
agreed: ‘we had all these meetings and they didn’t listen to us. We wanted to show 
our anger, so we blocked the road’.47  Others mentioned how people could drive by 
their settlement without really looking at the conditions in which they live, but when 
the road was blocked and the news cameras came, people across the country saw 
that ‘this is who we are. This is what we want’.48 System Cele confirms: ‘before, S’bu 
[Zikode’s] committee had several meetings but their voice was not heard . . . now 
that we’re protesting, our voice is heard ... our struggle is the voice of silent victims 
… we hadn’t been able to talk [before]’. Reflecting on that and other protests, S’bu 
Zikode likes to say that ‘we have been encouraged by our municipality that the Zulu 
language cannot be understand by our officials, Xhosa cannot be understood, Sotho 
cannot be understood – even English cannot be understood. The only language that 
they understand is us getting into the street. We have seen the result and we have 
been encouraged’.49

 Like Zikode, many people in the settlement, particularly those involved 
with the recent negotiations with different departments in the municipality, have 
developed a more strategic picture of that day – that the councilor and the 
municipality were embarrassed by the coverage in the media, and that this had 
given the settlement new negotiating power. Several people mused that now the 
councilor and even the president can see their suffering on his own TV when he 
watches the news. In meetings now they talk about mass demonstrations as one of 
several tools that they possess to deal with the authorities, and this reflects in part 
how the movement has become more strategic over time. Some even say that they 
thought this way at the time of the protest, but most report that they initially 
demonstrated out of anger and a desire to give themselves a voice. 

46 Interviewed 23 Nov 2005.  
47 Interviewed 24 Nov 2005.   
48 It seems like this phrase was originally Zikode’s, but is now used widely.  
49 Interview on 6 Nov 2005. He now repeats it in many of the speeches he makes.  



CENTRE FOR CIVIL SOCIETY 64

From a protest to a movement 
Asked how they felt after the demonstration, people at Kennedy Road expressed 
initial feelings of confusion over the arrested fourteen, but emphasised that they also 
felt as though they had power, and that they could be brave.  Anton Zamisa simply 
said that ‘before we were afraid, and then we were not afraid’.  This was basically 
the refrain of everyone that I spoke with – that the march had been a big success, 
and in Zikode’s words, that it was the foundation of the struggle that has followed, 
because it brought people together and showed them that they could take matters 
into their own hands. This excitement mounted after the charges against the 
fourteen imprisoned community members were dropped. Nonhlanhla Mzobe said 
that as soon as they returned, planning began for the next march as they celebrated 
their return, almost as if to say that as soon as the fourteen returned, they knew they 
must protest again. In all of my interviews, people spoke of the first protest as the 
turning point in the community – when they ceased to be afraid, or more 
pragmatically, when conditions started to change. 
 And while their goal of housing was not immediately met, direct results 
were seen: the department of sanitation did clean out several dozen toilets, partially 
renovated the community hall, including its office and crèche, and promised to come 
back to finish the job. And though these things were critical, especially the cleaning 
of the toilets, what this also marked was a change in policy from the municipality – 
where before, as the people at Kennedy Road saw it, the municipality had basically 
been pursing a policy of making conditions unbearable so as to force people to 
relocate, they were now making concessions that made the place more livable. 
 With these results and with the new feeling of power, what began as an 
isolated protest from one settlement grew to a series of protests and negotiations in 
partnership with other settlements. But always and everywhere, the movement that 
has followed has born the marks of its birth: frustration with what are seen as 
government’s broken promises told in a straightforward narrative, participatory 
consultation with all involved, and a democratic leadership. Along with this 
character, the movement has also been sustained through the linkages it has formed 
– with other settlements, with sympathetic academics and professionals, and with 
the news media.  

Movement linkages – growing beyond Kennedy Road 
Other informal settlements 
Interviewing members of other informal settlements, they too echoed the feeling that 
seeing Kennedy Road’s protest had emboldened them, and that Kennedy Road’s 
grievances had resonated with them.  Bheki Mncwango, chairperson of the Jadhu 
Place committee, also in Councilor Baig’s ward, said that he had learned so much 
from Kennedy Road, that while the councilor was telling lies, he saw that Zikode 
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and the people at Kennedy Road ‘were telling the truth’.50 People at Kennedy Road 
now seemed conscious of this too: System Cele put it simply that ‘first it was 
Kennedy Road, now it’s all the informal settlements. People are learning from here, 
it’s given them a lesson: you must stand up for what you want’.51

 From the interaction that I had with other settlements, they too tell similar 
stories of broken promises and frustration with the councilor, the department of 
housing, and the ANC. Mnikelo Ndabankulu, a young leader at Foreman Road, 
often references the Freedom Charter and the ANC election slogans when he speaks: 
‘the ANC said ‘a better life for all’, but I don’t know, it’s not a better life for all, 
especially if you live in the shacks. We waited for the promises from 1994, up to 
2004, that’s 10 years of waiting for the promises from the government. If we just sit 
and wait we’ll be waiting forever. We got tired of that, so we started toyi toying’.
When these settlements heard Kennedy Road’s message of frustration with the 
government, especially with Councilor Baig, and saw films of their conditions, it 
resonated immediately.  
 But exactly how was this message communicated?  A few people mentioned 
hearing word of the first protest on the news, or hearing stories of it during bus rides 
or at their work. Others, like those from Foreman Road, said that they had always 
known about Kennedy Road (they are about 2 km apart), because the same bus had 
taken them for ANC rallies. Equally ironic, Bheki Mncwango of Jadhu Place said 
that he had met Zikode at a class held at the municipality for development 
committee chairpersons, that Zikode was teaching. Most of the settlements that have 
since joined mentioned receiving pamphlets about Kennedy Road’s next march after 
hearing news of it through other channels. 
 William Bogege remembers a film about Kennedy Road that was shown at 
Foreman in the week leading up to the march in May as a turning point for the 
settlement’s support. Until then, many in his community had been unsure of what 
was going on at Kennedy Road, but when they saw the film, they wanted to join 
with Kennedy Road. These settlements’ joining would allow them to bring common 
demands to the municipality as one unified body. For the May march, there were 
five settlements marching together; when I first started researching Kennedy Road, 
there were twelve; now people report as many as twenty-four. 
 Nobody I spoke to could remember exactly when it had started or when it 
had adopted its name, but everyone said that the Abahlali baseMjondolo (AbM) 
leadership committee had come out of meetings between the leaders of different 
settlements earlier this year. These meetings bore strong resemblance to the 
committee meetings at Kennedy Road and if anything, they were even more 

50 Interviewed through Thembiso Bhengu and System Cele, 22 Nov 2005.  
51 Interviewed 11 Nov 2005.  
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participatory.52 Representatives of each settlement attended and were told to give 
reports back to the leadership committees of each of their respective settlements, and 
then to bring back the feelings of their settlement to the AbM meetings. Meetings 
were formal, and people were often told – usually jokingly – that they were ‘out of 
order’ if they spoke of something not being addressed or they spoke over someone 
else. Here too, while the chair and deputy chair spoke a lot, usually giving updates 
and summarising what others had said, everyone was given the chance to speak. 
And speak they did – the meetings would often last more than four hours – but 
people seemed to enjoy being there, and the many that I spoke with were very 
proud to be on the committee and involved in the decision-making process. It was 
clear too that friendships had formed between the representatives of the different 
settlements and that they had a strong sense of common cause: Senzo, speaking 
again, said, ‘All who are working are here for development, whether you’re ANC or 
IFP or whatever, what unites us is housing’.53  And as with the Kennedy Road 
Development Committee, in the seven or eight meetings I attended I never 
witnessed a decision come to a vote, because people kept talking until consensus 
was reached.  
 People interviewed at Kennedy Road expected that, as their struggling won 
concessions from the government, that other settlements would want to join. This 
struck me as somewhat opportunistic, but everyone I spoke with viewed these links 
between settlements as critical, and expected that the movement would eventually 
become very large. Further, people did not seem to view these late-joiners as 
opportunists – perhaps because they thought that other settlements’ initial 
skepticism was warranted. If anything, people seemed excited about more 
settlements joining (at the meetings that I attended, if a new settlement’s 
representative was there for the first time, people applauded him or her), and people 
in leadership and on the leadership-periphery at Kennedy Road expected that the 
movement would soon become national. As with many phrases, ‘the most important 
thing we have is our unity’ has now become a part of the common vocabulary of the 
people involved in AbM. With this, the most frequent answers I received to the 
question of what people had learned from the struggle were ‘I’ve learned that we 
must be together’ and ‘we are strongest together’. When people answered this way, 
they were usually referencing the spiritual-psychological assurance of togetherness, 
but some also said explicitly that they saw the strategic advantage: 6 000 marchers, 
and even more voters, wielded a lot more bargaining power than would fewer. 

52 Interestingly, it seems that interaction with Kennedy Road and other Abahlali baseMjondolo settlements is 
producing a wave of democratisation across other settlements. At Foreman Road, the area committee, 
which had been supporting the councilor because of small patronage that he gave them, is being 
challenged by a younger leadership doing more work to consult with community members and, with 
Kennedy Road, are protesting for land and housing. Interview with Richard Pithouse, 4 November 2005.  
53 Meeting 15 Nov 2005 at Juba Place.  
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 Nearly everyone whom I spoke with at Kennedy Road was pleased with the 
expansion of their protests and negotiations with the municipality to include other 
settlements, and they voiced faith in the representatives who were designated to go 
to these meetings. A few suggested that Kennedy Road should continue to meet 
with the municipality independently, though, not to fast-track housing but to 
address concerns specific to Kennedy Road – cleaning the pitlatrines and renovating 
the community hall. They did not seem to think that AbM would patently ignore 
these concerns, but more practically, that they would be forgotten in big meetings 
with the mayor where only a few representatives of Kennedy Road would be 
present. Anton Zamisa put it bluntly: ‘People are shitting outside of my house and it 
stinks . . . someone at the meeting [with the deputy city manager today] needs to talk 
about toilets at Kennedy Road, but there are so many people there . . . how will they 
remember?’.54

 This aside, people were still extremely positive about Abahlali baseMjondolo 
and the work that the settlements were doing together. People seemed proud to live 
at Kennedy Road, the place where the protests had begun, and they joke that when 
the police hear that they are from Kennedy Road, they worry and accuse them of 
inciting everyone else.  They also speak of meeting people in taxis and on the streets 
who talk about having seen them on TV, and sometimes ask them how their 
settlement can join. A question I put to most everyone I interviewed was whether 
people at Kennedy Road feared that it would take longer to get houses if they were 
working with all these other settlements, and that things would slow down, but no 
one seemed to worry about this. These linkages with other settlements had built 
feelings of unity and of strength, had been an opportunity to share in each other’s 
suffering, as System Cele put it, and to capture a strategic advantage via numbers. 

Involving the middle-class 
In their descriptions of forming these linkages with other settlements, stories of 
pamphlets and films about Kennedy Road, along with meetings all over the ward 
reveal an access to resources that has come through another fruitful linkage – with 
sympathetic academics, a filmmaker, and briefly, with two lawyers. These people 
have brought advice and skills, including media-savvy, have made strategic 
interventions and have connected the movement to networks of resources that have 
helped it grow. Somewhat to my surprise, people at Kennedy Road also held 
uniformly positive views of this involvement, perhaps because they still felt like they 
were the owners of the movement.

54 Interviewed 24 Nov 2005. Towards the end of my research, toilets started to be cleaned and I saw 
several cars from the department of welfare coming for meetings about the crèche and about the drop-in 
center, so I would suspect that people’s fear that concerns specific to Kennedy Road would be lost has 
now subsided.  
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 Nonhlanhla Mzobe talks of when Richard Pithouse first came to the 
settlement after they blocked the road and laughs at how initially skeptical they in 
the settlement were: ‘we met Richard [Pithouse], but the people didn’t like Richard 
and they chased him away, but he introduced himself to me. For a while, I was the 
only one who trusted him, and whenever he would come people would say ‘hey 
Princess, your man is here’ or ‘your umlungu (white person) is here!’  But then we 
started the good relationship and then we met Raj [Patel], and then Fazel [Khan], 
and the lawyers.55  Some remembered that their skepticism had eased when they 
read an article that Pithouse had written about the protest and about the settlement 
in the newspaper, the first sympathetic article after several that rehashed the police 
report of accusing them of inciting violence. Through Pithouse, the fourteen arrested 
settlement members connected to pro bono legal counsel from two lawyers, the first 
reducing their bail to zero – effectively releasing them – and the second getting all 
charges dropped.56  Though my interviewees mentioned her less than the lawyers, 
around the same time Aoibheann O’Sullivan made a film titled Kennedy Road and the 
Councillor, giving a short overview of the Kennedy Road struggle from March to 
June 2005,57 and people from other settlements remembered the film as an important 
mobilising tool. 
 The people whom I interviewed at Kennedy Road were uniformly positive 
about the relationships that they had formed, even when some were unclear as to 
how they had come about.58 Asked how these relationships had benefited the 
struggle, people usually began with mention of support with accessing t-shirts and 
sound equipment, and knowledge of ‘how to do toyi toying in the right way [without 
getting people arrested]’. After mentioning being very thankful for these things, 
interviewees moved in different directions with their responses. Mondli Mbiko went 
on to say ‘they’re good people. They’re teaching us about leadership . . . [they] take 
us to the university, [they’re] willing to teach us lots of skills. He added, presumably 
referring to Pithouse, that they ‘help expose the government for what they’ve done 
to the poor’ with radio interviews and newspaper articles. System Cele went even 
further: ‘I really think you all are a miracle from God sent to us’.  Only on one day, 
when a meeting with the mayor was set up amid talk of relocation to Phoenix, 

55 Interviewed 10 Nov 2005. While she didn’t specify, it seemed like the initial skepticism came out the 
interactions they had had with white people over the years.  
56 Though it did not come up in interviews as often as I expected, this intervention was clearly critical to 
the resolve of the movement. Around the same time, members of another Durban informal settlement in 
Cato Manor also mounted protests, but the leaders were arrested and detained and no follow up 
demonstrations have been reported.  
57 Pithouse, Richard ‘Coffin for the Councilor’. 2005.  
58 Anton Zamisa, among several people, thought that the academics, including myself, had all been 
friends of S’bu Zikode and that he had brought them to Kennedy Road. In his account, Richard Pithouse 
said that he just went over to the settlement on the day that he heard that they had blocked the road.  
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another township, Thembiso Bhengu critiqued the tactics as too abrupt: ‘Fazel 
[Khan]…is talking as if this is a union, but we are not workers, if you’re in a 
company you can toyi toyi and come back to work in a few days. But if we move, we 
move for life, and what about the children who are going to school here?’. He 
qualified this with praise for everything else that had Khan had done, and these 
negotiating tactics were later criticised in a meeting of Abahlali baseMjondolo, where 
people made it clear that there needed to be much more consultation before offers 
from the council could be accepted, and that things needed to move more slowly.  
 Interestingly, as these academics and lawyers are white or Indian, together 
with the solidarity (through joining in the later marches) of ‘coloured’ people from 
Wentworth and the Sydenham Heights municipal flats, the involvement of the 
middle class has introduced a multiracialism to the movement. I was unsure of how 
to generate more interesting discussion than to ask if they thought this multi-
racialism was a good thing, but everyone I interviewed did voice that feeling. 
System Cele did mention that the police had asked her, when they detained her after 
the Foreman Road rally, who all these whites and Indians were and why they were 
also protesting, with some fear.  

Linking to the media 
Much of the ‘fear’ that the involvement of academics has introduced for the police 
and members of the government seems to have been through the media attention 
they have brought in or produced themselves. This attention has raised the profile of 
the movement to one known nationally, and appears to make protests the most 
effective tool in influencing municipal officials via the images broadcast of them 
later those nights. 
 Beginning with Pithouse’s article mentioned before, he with others have 
written a series of pieces driven mostly by interviews with people in Kennedy Road 
that have been published in Durban’s Mercury, the national Mail and Guardian, and 
the Sunday Tribune.  These initial articles seem to have won over the sympathies of 
other journalists, who regularly called Zikode and other AbM activists for comment 
in a series of articles covering the announcements of the municipality’s plans for a 
housing development for them in Phoenix East. A more recent article titled ‘We are 
the Third Force’59 by S’bu Zikode was reprinted in the celebrity and pop-culture 
magazines Drum, Huisgenooit and YOU, with a combined circulation of 5 million 
readers. Thus through media sympathy, people in Kennedy Road are increasingly 
able to tell their story in their own words. 
 And when they tell their story, commented Raj Patel, referencing Zikode’s 
recent article in particular, it appeals to people for its narrative coherence and its 

59 Zikode, S’bu. ‘We are the Third Force’.  Drum Magazine, 1 December 2005. See ‘Interview with S’bu 
Zikode’ 6 Nov 2005.  
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direct appeal to human experience. He likened it to Desmond Tutu’s writing and to 
a sermon in the school of Christian humanism, using ‘experience as the necessary 
grounds for action because the experience is so appalling’.60  In this, he said, it 
differentiated itself from most writing from the Left, who tend to be the ones who 
write about other movements of the poor,61 whose often reductive language of class 
struggle and bourgeois oppression already significantly narrows the complexity of 
what it can communicate and the audience it can effectively reach. He noted that the 
movement also benefited from a particular openness from some parts of the media 
to stories not necessarily favorable to the government. In particular, E-TV News, 
which has given sympathetic coverage to several of the protests, markets itself 
specifically as not sponsored by or connected to the government (as opposed to 
SABC). So in covering a recent report on the Foreman Road rally, they opened with a 
line to the effect of ‘here are people who followed all the right channels, but the 
municipality denied them their right to protest’.62 But SABC, the public broadcaster, 
has also covered the protests extensively, and recently invited Zikode to 
Johannesburg to talk about housing and slow-delivery for an hour-long programme 
in December 2005.  
 As one would expect, the people at Kennedy Road whom I interviewed 
were all very positive about this coverage, and, as noted before, mentioned with 
pride meeting people who recognised them (or at least their t-shirts) from television. 
I tried to explore why they thought the media coverage had been largely 
sympathetic to their cause, but this did not lead to many responses. Most people did 
not seem to expect anything other than sympathetic media coverage, perhaps 
because Kennedy Road had been under the radar of the media and of the public 
view for so long. Zikode did mention that he thought it was because ‘people can 
now see our suffering’, implying something of a snowball effect – the media 
coverage is sympathetic because the initial coverage showed their suffering 
sympathetically. But people were very aware of the power which the media holds, 
and the power that they now hold with the force of the media on their side. System 
Cele, like many others, remarked about how embarrassed the councilors must be for 
the whole country to see mock-funerals performed for them by their own 
constituencies. So while people were unsure as to why the media had portrayed 
their story as it had, they were clear that this had been an enormous boon for the 
settlement, both for personal dignity and in strategic terms.    
 Thus while the movement was catalyzed by a people’s deep-seated 
frustration brought together for action by a democratically-elected committee with a 

60 Interviewed 29 Nov 2005.  
61 Perhaps this is because so few movements of the poor get to tell their stories in their own words, a point 
he also made.  
62 I watched the report, but did not record it, so this is only my best recollection.  
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culture of consulting the community, it has been sustained and has grown in force 
via connections with other settlements, with sympathetic members of the middle-
class left, and by capturing the public imagination and embarrassing politicians 
through mass media. And the people in the settlement embrace all of these things, 
noting all that they have learned from other shack-dwellers and from the academics, 
and, more implicitly, feeling a new dignity won for themselves via their public 
visibility. 

Movement directions 
But where do its members see this movement going?  More recent marches have 
produced a series of negotiations with the municipality over housing, and the mayor 
recently announced a partnership with the private real estate developer Moreland 
for building mixed-income housing in Phoenix East, a township in Durban. Not 
surprisingly, this has been met with annoyance and anger from people at Kennedy 
Road and other informal settlements. Here again, they say that it feels like the 
municipality is making decisions for them without consulting them, and that there is 
perfectly good land in Clare Estate that could be developed which the municipality 
will not give them because they are not wealthy. In their words, this is business as 
usual: ‘All the municipality does is talk politics, not about bringing development’63

has become a part of the common language that people use. Even if it only ‘talking 
politics’, the municipality has taken much greater interest in Kennedy Road and in 
AbM these past few months, and this section will chart the trajectory of the 
movement and gauge people’s views of the government. 

Engaging institutional politics – views and opportunities 
For all their disillusionment with politicians and what they see as their empty 
words, the movement will always be tied to these politics. Most everything that the 
movement is demanding – land, housing, electricity, water, and sanitation – must 
come directly from the government or at least be funded by it. In any analysis of the 
direction of the movement, then, gauging people’s attitudes towards institutional 
politics and the movement’s engagement with them proves crucial. Theorists of 
social movements concur: the notion of ‘political opportunities’ as shaping social 
movements is as old as the discipline of social movement theory. An honest 
appraisal of Kennedy Road and of Abahlali baseMjondolo critiques conventional 
theories of political opportunities, though, as Kennedy Road’s struggle has not been 
passively shaped by these opportunities but has created many of its own.  
 Even a quick glance at the shacks or at the community hall covered with and 
sometimes held together by faded ANC stickers and posters reveals the settlement’s 
political leanings. Each person whom I interviewed said that he or she is a 
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committed member of the ANC, and mentioned that most of the other people in the 
settlement were as well – some were even surprised that I would ask such a 
question. Some said that they had been members of the ANC, the ANC Youth 
League, or the UDF (United Democratic Front) during the 1980s and early 90s, and 
one cited the political violence then as the reason he had moved to the settlement. 
Accordingly, the settlement has voted solidly ANC in all the elections before the 
emergence of their struggle.64

 Asked why they supported the ANC when their conditions had remained 
largely unchanged, most people emphasised that they were not protesting against 
the ANC or the government, but that they were protesting the councilor and the 
‘laziness’ and unresponsiveness of people in the eThekwini municipality. 
Nonhlanhla Mzobe put it simply ‘The ANC is good, it’s the people’, but went on to 
say that the most local part of the ANC, of which she had been a part, was ‘all 
politics . . . they don’t care about development’.65

 People seemed to accept that delivery would be slow – Mondli Mbiko is a 
realist, emphasising that ‘we have been oppressed for 300 years … things are not 
going to change overnight’.  What was most frustrating to S’bu Zikode was the way
that the municipality operated, not its slow delivery. ‘We are not aiming at opposing 
the government’, he said, ‘but aiming at providing a real platform of togetherness – 
business, the government, and the poor. We are not expecting the government to 
feed us like children, we are willing to contribute whatever we can, but we need to 
demand that platform’, expressing the settlement’s desire to be consulted and 
informed. Put this same question, Cosmos Ngcobo’s analysis was that the national 
government was doing things reasonably well, and that Thabo Mbeki was a good 
man, but that the local arms of government were not doing enough to bring the 
concerns and needs of people in their districts to the attention of the provincial and 
national authorities. Many people said similar things – that the national and 
provincial governments were in good working order, but on local levels, councilors 
were not doing their job. Derrick Gwala speculated that this had likely happened 
because of money – people in the ANC were now paid too well to be in touch with 
the needs of the people. While they offered this as a general critique, this response 
almost certainly came out of their own experience with Councilor Baig.  As they said 
it, it was the duty of the councilor to contact the other branches of government on 
behalf of his or her constituency, but that when they had asked him to do this, Baig 
had not. The settlement found out that this had happened only when they held their 
own meetings with higher-ranking officials in different government departments.66

64 However, all the settlements affiliated to Abahlali baseMjondolo boycotted the 1 March 2006 local 
government elections. 
65 Interviewed 10 Nov 2005.  
66 Specifically referenced was the provincial department of housing.  
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 While many people’s frustration was directed entirely towards the councilor 
– that he had promised them development and consistently forgotten these 
promises, that he had lied to them about the land and housing they would receive, 
and that he had lied to them about communicating their needs to the municipality 
and to the province – others had a sense of broader forces at work.  Thembiso 
Bhengu talked about the way that the settlement lowered the real estate prices for 
the people living in formal houses in the neighborhood, and because they paid taxes, 
the councilors would work to serve these people more.67 Tied to this (because the 
residents of these houses are mostly Indian), more people said they thought that it 
was racism – the councilor did not care about black people. System Cele and S’bu 
Zikode talk often of how the poor are getting poorer and the rich are getting richer, 
and Zikode credits this to the government’s economic policy. Cele attributes it to 
governments’ general neglect of their citizens, particularly their poorest citizens, and 
talks of how this is happening all over South Africa and all over the world. But even 
those who speak of broader forces at work do not forget the view that everyone 
shares of the councilor: that he is a liar. 
 Since they have begun marching, people say, they have both exposed the 
councilor and circumvented him. Several people noted that where before they had 
meetings with the councilor (and that he often would not come), they now meet 
directly with city managers, with the mayor, and with the heads of departments – 
including housing. Thus far, most people said that this had been a far better 
experience. Derrick Gwala said that while he thought the councilor was a liar and 
would never keep his promises, that the mayor was not the same.68 Others noted 
that these people were obviously more powerful and would be able to get things 
moving, and bring development, more quickly.  

Negotiating the road ahead 
Though no one suggested this explicitly, it was clear that they had learned lessons 
from their interaction with the councilor that are now useful in their meetings with 
the mayor, Mlaba, and with other city managers. The movement now demands 
every promise in writing, along with a timeline for these projects to hold the city 

67 He also talked about the privatisation of state-owned industries as making it harder to get employment.  
68 This could be because he has not had as much interaction with him. Mnikelo Ndabankulu said that 
Mayor Mlaba had come to Foreman Road and promised them land in the previous election (5 years ago) 
that has yet to be acted on. The march at Foreman Road – which was banned by the city – was to be on 
Mlaba’s office, but this time not to demand his resignation but that he hear the people’s demands and 
respond himself. Some Foreman Road residents took a far more negative view of Mlaba, however. After 
the march was banned by City Manager Mike Sutcliffe and the police had forcibly quarantined people in 
the settlement an effigy of Mayor Mlaba was burnt to great enthusiasim under the ‘meeting tree’.  Wines, 
Michael. ‘Shantytown Dwellers in South Africa Protest the Sluggish Pace of Change’. New York Times, 25
December 2005. 
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accountable. And though in the current series of meetings with the municipality 
they have yet to do so, they hold the threat of protest out if the officials do not stay 
accountable to the promises that they make. And even without protests, the 
relationships they have forged with members of the media leave them other 
channels to hold the municipality to do what it says.  
 In this way, the movement creates ‘political opportunities’, rather than only 
being shaped by them, and has done so more effectively as its leaders have gained 
experience. Each protest that they have mounted has won some concessions – even 
small – from the government. After the first protest, the city cleaned several dozen 
toilets; after the September march, the city agreed to remove the settlement’s waste 
and provide repairs and chairs for its community hall; as I conclude the writing of 
this paper the department of health has commissioned a crew of settlement residents 
to clean the remaining toilets for moderate pay. And while conditions are still bad, 
these concessions represent a fundamental shift from being forcibly removed to 
allowing them to stay. With this, the protests have brought more attention from the 
city, and have given the movement new access to the eThekwini political 
establishment. Currently the municipality has commissioned consultants to assess 
land in the Clare Estate area and has made verbal promises to build homes – not 
specifically on the sights where they are located – for several of the settlements in the 
AbM, but the outcomes of these talks are as yet unclear. What is clear, though, is the 
individual resolve of the people in the movement. Every single person I spoke to 
said ‘we will not stop struggling till we get what we need’, and a few even said that 
they would never stop struggling – that there will always be more people who need 
houses, and that even when they get houses, they will demand of the government 
‘the better life for all’69 that they have been promised. The challenges will be 
maintaining the powerful hand that they hold with the municipality after the local 
elections (a conventionally theorised ‘political opportunity’) and maintaining the 
consultative culture that AbM has developed. They are in the process of drafting a 
constitution to this end, which I helped with briefly, a part of which stipulates that 
people remain involved even after their houses have been won,70 though this will 
likely be difficult to enforce.  

Looking back: Connections with the ‘first struggle’ 
Perhaps the biggest political opportunity that people noted was the right to march in 
relative freedom and safety, which they often contrast thankfully with the marches a 
few of them participated in against apartheid. Any talk of struggle in South Africa 

69 A perennial ANC campaign slogan.  
70 Even if constitutionally stipulated, this will be challenging. Recently, a settlement that had been 
involved in AbM, Quarry Road, stopped attending meetings after they were promised 100 houses in the 
city by Councilor Baig.  
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immediately harks to the struggle against apartheid, and I was interested to see how 
people saw apartheid – and the struggle against it – as informing the movement that 
they have catalyzed now. The consistent consensus from my interviews was that the 
struggle from Kennedy Road roots itself deeply in the struggle against apartheid, 
both in the way that people conceive its goals and the culture that they bring to it. 
 The first way that people would usually answer when asked how the 
struggles were connected was to refer to the similarity in goals. Many people said 
that the struggles were the same in that in both ‘we are fighting for our rights, for 
human rights’.  Among those who said this, there was not agreement as to whether 
they were even different struggles. Some thought that struggle had been ongoing, 
others thought that it had been renewed or that this movement from Kennedy Road 
was completely new. Interestingly, the people most involved in the leadership of 
Kennedy Road’s protests and negotiations now consistently had the deepest sense of 
history – where others laughed at my question or said that they did not think about 
apartheid or the UDF anymore, those more involved seemed to remember it often. 
Many used this language of ‘partial victory’ over apartheid, some to mean that the 
struggle against apartheid had not been fully won, and that they needed to ‘win’ 
houses and land for people; others said more that the outcome of the negotiated 
settlement had not been fully satisfactory. Sibusiso Mzimela put this most 
eloquently: ‘The struggle versus apartheid has been a little bit achieved, though not 
yet, not in the right way. That’s why we’re still in the struggle, to make sure things 
are done right. We’re still on the road, we’re still grieving for something to be 
achieved, we’re still struggling for more’.71

 Of those I interviewed, few discredited the importance of the struggle 
against apartheid – they saw how important it was in their current fight. Implicitly, 
people pointed to the struggle against apartheid as a necessary prerequisite to the 
work that they are doing now. For some this was as simple as the right to protest 
and the right to basically fair legal proceedings if they were arrested; others 
understood that the realisation of constitutional socioeconomic rights which they are 
now pushing for could not have been demanded under the old regime. On this 
point, T.N. Lembede is careful to note that the target of the current struggle is 
different as well. They are not fighting against the whole government, but against 
members of the municipality who ‘are lazy’ and have not served them well. 
Powerfully, they even liken Nelson Mandela to Jesus Christ, but put the poor people 
of the world as the next messiah72 -- one who both points to the truth and redeems.  
 Along with a similarity in goals, the current movement has connected 
powerfully to the struggle against apartheid, consciously and subconsciously, in its 
culture. Many of the songs that they sing in protest are songs from the first struggle, 

71 29 Nov 2005 
72 S’bu Zikode quoted in Patel, Raj and Pithouse, Richard ‘The Third Nelson Mandela’.  2005.  
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with their lyrics reworked as necessary to fit the day and the message that they want 
to have heard Mnikelo Ndabankulu informed me that the song sung in a video that I 
took of the Foreman Road rally was directly from the UDF: ‘yonk’indawo umzabalazo 
uyasivumela’, or ‘everywhere we have the right to struggle’.  Even the very tactic of 
blocking a road with burning tires, people acknowledged, was borrowed directly 
from the anti-apartheid protest tactics. Anton Zamisa said, ‘when I was out there on 
the road, I thought to myself, hey, this is like UDF’. Others did not think of it that 
way specifically – for many, living in KwaZulu-Natal, the struggle against apartheid 
had been more characterised by violence with Inkatha. For these people, they were 
quick to differentiate that apartheid had been fought against with violence and that 
they are fighting now for land, housing, and basic services by peaceful means.  
 One thing I was interested in was the literal ‘cultural connection’ – whether 
the culture they had experienced in the struggle against apartheid was the one they 
now employed in Abahlali baseMjondolo. Bheki Mncwango specifically said that he 
‘learned to struggle’ through involvement with the United Democratic Front (UDF) 
in the 1980s, and many of the older people who were not in the rural areas at the 
time said that they had also been involved, though no one else mentioned they had 
‘learned to struggle’ this way. The element of ‘struggle culture’ that would seem 
most deeply connected are the links between the bottom-up, democratic workings of 
this movement and the similar culture ascribed to the UDF groups in the 1980s. Put 
this question, Ashwin Desai, a former UDF activist, doubted that this was the case – 
in KwaZulu-Natal, he said, the UDF in KwaZulu-Natalhad been anything but 
‘bottom-up democracy’.  He said that the organisational culture amongst the shack-
dwellers movement is something entirely new to this area. My only other thought 
was that some of the AbM leaders involved in the UDF could have come from other 
areas where the democratic workings of that organisation had been more robust, as 
a few people did liken the organisational cultures of the movements.  
 Nevertheless, the struggle against apartheid clearly did provide a 
framework for the current struggle for its members – they were both for human 
rights, and they were both against suffering. Though not completely clear, to 
analogise these would also seem to legitimise what they are doing in the current 
struggle: the victory over apartheid is still the single most celebrated event in South 
African history, and in likening the current struggle to the first one, they take part in 
some of the same vindication that anti-apartheid activists now enjoy.  

Conclusions
As this analogy with the struggle against apartheid would reveal, the struggle at Kennedy 
Road has been as much for dignity and respect as it has been for the delivery of housing, 
land and basic services, even if the stories that people tell of the struggle do not reference 
this as often. Sometimes they make this push for dignity explicit, in calls for municipal 
officials to come and meet with them in the settlement, where they live, instead of at City 
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Hall and with analogies of the rising of the third Nelson Mandela—themselves. In other 
places it is less explicit, but the demand is no less strong. For as they march, they are 
marching for housing, for land, and against forced removals, but they are also marching to 
be seen – not only by curious tourists photographing them, but to be seen on their own 
terms. And though the settlement, and likely most of the people living there, has suffered 
great indignity, time observing one of the settlement’s meetings reveals the lives of people 
who still respect one another deeply. Perhaps the meetings are held so formally and 
everyone’s views are heard because they have not been extended the same respect from 
the municipality or from government, and the least they can do is confer this respect to one 
another. Pithouse comments that when they marched in May, perhaps the most defiant 
banner that they held was the one painted last – it simply read, ‘the University of Kennedy 
Road’, for this is as much a place of learning, as Derrick Gwala emphasises particularly, as 
any other.  
 And perhaps this human side is the deepest critique that the movement from 
Kennedy Road offers to theorists of social movements.  Reading social movement theory 
in preparation for this research, one could only be struck by how detached much of it felt 
from the lives and experiences of people struggling. In this vein, most social movement 
theory seemed to emphasise social struggle as somehow apart from the struggle that 
people wage in their day-to-day lives: at Kennedy Road, to get one’s laundry to hang on 
the line without falling into the mud, to eke out an income to feed a family, and to fall 
asleep at night in a damp shack filled with insects. But these small, daily struggles animate 
the broader struggle that the settlement, with its partners, has mounted. Because it should 
not be a struggle to fall asleep at night, people wake up early the next morning to march; 
because people do not want their children to suffer the indignities that they have in order 
to find employment, they say that they will not stop struggling when they have gotten 
houses, or land, but only when their children can learn freely and meaningfully, when 
their lives feel full.  
 However as this paper has argued tacitly throughout its elaboration the most 
compelling aspect of the movement is that both the politics of the Kennedy Road 
settlement and now the Abahlali baseMjondolo movement embody, in their community, 
much of the way that they want to see the world work. This is their most powerful 
critique. At Kennedy Road, they create the space for even their poorest and least educated 
neighbors to offer their opinions, in hopes that the municipality will, in turn, create a space 
for the settlement’s voice to be heard In Abahlali baseMjondolo meetings, they consult 
together and arrive at decisions in collaboration, in hopes that the municipality will consult 
with them over the future of their community and its surroundings. Most of all, the 
community organises itself to respond with concrete action to address the glaring 
desperation its most vulnerable face, perhaps in hope that the government will respond to 
the desperate conditions of these settlements. So when will they stop struggling?   Perhaps 
when South African democracy looks the way democracy looks at Kennedy Road. 
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Bibliography of Interviews 
Personal interviews in chronological order  
1. Richard Pithouse – November 4, 2005 
2. S’bu Zikode (with Richard Pithouse) – November 6, 2005 
3. Princess Nonhlanhla Mzobe – November 10, 2005 
4. System Phumelele Cele – November 11, 2005 
5. Thembiso Jerome Bhengu – November 14, 2005 
6. M’du Ngqulunga – November 16, 2005 
7. Micah Kweyama – November 16, 2005 
8. Phineus Maphumulo – November 16, 2005 
9. Mnikelo Ndabankulu and William Bogege – November 22, 2005 
10. Bhekithemba Mncwango – November 22, 2005 
11. M’du Ngqulunga – November 24, 2005 
12. Derrick Gwala – November 24, 2005 
13. System Mpume – November 24, 2005 
14. Zanele Mbatha – November 24, 2005 
15. Anton Zamisa – November 24, 2005 
16. Mondli Mbiko – November 25, 2005 
17. Amandla Dlamini – November 25, 2005 
18. Bheki Mpofana – November 28, 2005 
19. Anton Zamisa – November 28, 2005 
20. M’du Hlongwa – November 28, 2005  
21. Raj Patel – November 29, 2005 
22. Sibusiso ‘Vincent’ Mzimela – November 29, 2005 
23. T.N. Lembede and Thembiso Jerome Bhengu – November 29, 2005 
24. Akhona Khebesi – November 30, 2005  
25. B.M. Kambula – November 30, 2005  
26. Ashwin Desai by email – November 30, 2005  
27. M. Yakoob Baig – December 1, 2005  
28. S’bu Zikode – December 1, 2005 
29. Thembiso Jerome Bhengu – December 2, 2005 
30. T.N. Lembede – December 2, 2005 
31. Nonhlanhla Princess Mzobe – December 3, 2005 
32. S’bu Zikode – December 4, 2005 
33. Chazumuzi ‘Cosmos’ Ngocobo – December 4, 2005 
34. Dale McKinley by email- December 6, 2005  
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Meeting Politics  

A genuinely political organisation…is the least bound place of all. Everyone on the 
ground is essentially alone in the immediate solution of problems, and their meetings, or 

proceedings, have as their natural content protocols of delegation and inquest whose 
discussion is no more convivial or superegotistical than that of two scientists involved 

in debating a very complex question. 
- Alain Badiou 

It’s late November 2005 in Durban. It’s hot. There are 40 people cramped into a 
wooden structure of the type used as a tool shed on the better sort of construction 
site. But this shed is in the Pemary Ridge shack settlement in the elite Reservoir Hills 
suburb in Durban. On the wall are posters of birds, and vehicles– ‘the train comes 
down the hill’, ‘the people are in the bus’, ‘the crates are on the truck’. The most 
durable building in the settlement, this shed is a multi-purpose space: classroom, 
crèche, community centre and, this evening, meeting room. The only social purpose 
it seems not to serve is a place of worship. And yet, with the lights flickering, and 
amid the intense concentration, we are party to an important moment of political 
ritual.
 This is an Abahlali baseMjondolo meeting. All but five of the people in this 
room have been elected to represent a settlement affiliated to Abahlali; they have 
arrived with a mandate, and will return with a detailed report. The five of us who 
represent no community have been invited as Amaqabane (comrades) rather than 
people chosen to speak for a group of Omakelwane (neighbours). Two of the five live 
in settlements that have not collectively affiliated to Abahlali, and three live in places 
with plumbing, places to which an ambulance will come if called.  
 Tomorrow a smaller delegation will meet with the Mayor and key 
Municipal officials to discuss a promise of housing for shack dwellers. It was a 
promise delivered on the wide open fields of north Durban, on the sugar cane 
plantations owned by the Tongaat Hulett company (now part of Anglo American). 
Gesturing grandly over the land owned by his former (and quite possibly future) 
employers, Mayor Obed Mlaba promised a R20 billion development, in which 
shackdwellers would feature, receiving a small slice of public funding that would, in 
the main, be targeted at subsidising office parks and middle class housing. No 
shackdwellers were invited to the press conference, and few questions were asked 
about specific details. An attempt to find out exactly what the shack dwellers’ slice 
is, and when it will be delivered, will be made tomorrow. The shackdwellers need to 
hone their tactics for their confrontation with the municipality. Copies of the 
government’s intelligence on local settlements, obtained from municipal council 
offices, are passed around, and studied by candlelight. Settlers read how many of 
them the government thinks they are, how employed they are, how poor.  
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Moses Mncwango studies council documents 
by candlelight, 23 November 2005, in the 

Pemary Ridge meeting hall 

It will not be an easy confrontation. The government has demonstrated both its fear 
of the shackdwellers, and its contempt for the law in containing the shackdwellers’ 
threat. A week previously, City Manager Mike Sutcliffe illegally suspended the 
shackdwellers’ right to hold a public demonstration on the curious grounds that 
their demands were ‘political’ (Amato 2005). He dispatched the Sydenham Police to 
intercept, and then beat, and then shoot the marchers. The protests were the lead 
story on the evening news. Even the state news channel, the SABC, led with the 
story. (Despite not sending a journalist to cover it, the SABC were able to use footage 
from Sally Giles.) Within two days, Mayor Obed Mlaba called a press conference to 
announce that the informal settlers would be prioritised to receive housing on a 
development in the north of the city. ‘We were going to announce it later’, Mlaba 
said, ‘because of the protests and … those people using the poor African 
communities… we decided to announce it today’.2

2 It is an announcement that will turn out to be premature. The owners of the land on which the new 
houses are to be built, the Moreland property management company, which runs land acquired by the 
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Police charge at unarmed demonstrators, 14 November 2005, at the 
top of the Foreman Road settlement 

Eight months before this meeting, residents of the Kennedy Road settlement in 
nearby Clare Estate took to the streets in a spectacular display of militancy. This 
event set in motion the series of processes that crammed so many people’s hopes 
into the Pemary Ridge shed in November 2005, that were to win a major victory 
against the City’s repression in February 2006 and set the local agenda for the March 
2006 local government elections via a strongly supported boycott.   
 The most widely read theorisation of the movement comes from S’bu 
Zikode, the first elected chair of the Kennedy Road Development Committee and 
now chair of Abahlali. His voice has been amplified outside of the movement to an 
extraordinary degree, quoted in the New York Times, the Economist, Al Jazeera and the 
full spectrum of South African television, radio and newspapers. His ‘I am the Third 
Force’ article appeared in the mass market magazines Drum, You and Huisgenoot
which reach a readership of five million in Zulu, English and Afrikaans. At the 
meeting with the Mayor after the Pemary Ridge meeting Zikode will be called ‘The 
President of the Poor’ by Mnikelo Ndabankulu, a nineteen year old leader from the 

colonial sugar company Tongaat-Hulett, announced on 29th November that there has, as of yet, been no 
deal at all. It would seem that the municipality violated Amilcar Cabral’s dictum to tell no lies, nor claim 
easy victories. No doubt Tongaat-Hulett will forgive Mlaba. He used to work there, as the Mayor 
contracted them to develop a development plan for the city and then hired them to run the loss-making, 
publicly-funded theme park that they recommended. 
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Foreman Road settlement. But Zikode is far from being alone – his isn’t the only 
voice within the settlements and a range of people have fronted the movement. At a 
previous meeting, when local and national radio called for voices to represent the 
Abahlali baseMjondolo, two young women, Fikile Nkosi and System Cele were 
deputised. In fact the movement has been scrupulous in electing rotating 
representatives to speak to the media and attend meetings. But the Third Force
article, included at the beginning of this volume, has taken on a life of its own and 
continues to travel far from the Kennedy Road settlement where it was written. 
 Zikode’s Third Force article responds, with angry poetics, to the 
representation of shack struggle, by various municipal and national ANC and 
government officials, as the work of a ‘Third Force’. Initially the searchlight of 
suspicion fell on the Inkatha Freedom Party but soon came to rest on academics at 
the University of KwaZulu-Natal. The Mayor, the City Manager Mike Sutcliffe and 
th e MEC for Safety and Security Bheki Cele have circulated contradictory claims 
about this (ultra-leftism, a DA plot, foreign funders, NGOs looking for a bankable 
cause, a desire to replace the local councillor etc., etc.) but in each instance the 
implication was none too subtle – that shackdwellers themselves couldn’t possibly 
organise or mobilise on their own. The ‘trouble’ in the settlements was a result of 
some external disturbance to the otherwise happy and peaceful equilibrium 
maintained by the ANC. Layered atop this is a further taint – that agitation could not 
have been engineered by Africans. It must be whites and Indians who have ‘stirred 
up trouble’. ‘Everyone wants to be popular, but they shouldn’t do this’ said 
Durban’s Mayor Obed Mlaba at a press conference, in one example of this kind of 
accusation. ‘Why did the people not protest in 1993 or 2001 if they have had these 
grievances for a long time? It is suspected that they have chosen this time to protest 
because certain forces are driving them to do so, particularly now that it is close to 
the election period’, said Mlaba, once again conjuring up the spectre of the Third 
Force (Weekly Gazette 2005).  In some instances middle class activists and academics 
outside of, but sympathetic to, the movement have shared this assumption. 

Zikode takes on the revival of the apartheid era agitator thesis:  

We need to get things clear. There definitely is a Third Force. The question is what is 
it and who is part of the Third Force? Well, I am Third Force myself. The Third Force 
is all the pain and the suffering that the poor are subjected to every second in our 
lives. The shack dwellers have many things to say about the Third Force. It is time 
for us to speak out and to say this is who we are, this is where we are and this how 
we live. The life that we are living makes our communities the Third Force. Most of 
us are not working and have to spend all day struggling for small money. AIDS is 
worse in the shack settlements than anywhere else. Without proper houses, water, 
electricity, refuse removal and toilets all kinds of diseases breed. The causes are 
clearly visible and every Dick, Tom and Harry can understand. Our bodies itch every 
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day because of the insects. If it is raining everything is wet - blankets and floors. If it 
is hot the mosquitoes and flies are always there. There is no holiday in the shacks. 
When the evening comes - it is always a challenge. The night is supposed to be for 
relaxing and getting rest. But it doesn't happen like that in the jondolos [shacks]. 
People stay awake worrying about their lives. You must see how big the rats are that 
will run across the small babies in the night. You must see how people have to sleep 
under the bridges when it rains because their floors are so wet. The rain comes right 
inside people's houses. Some people just stand up all night. (Zikode 2005)3

The lived truth of experience is, he suggests, a point of rupture in the smooth fabric 
of political life woven by the ANC. Zikode points directly to the disjuncture: 

Those in power are blind to our suffering. This is because they have not seen what 
we see, they have not felt what we are feeling every second, every day. My appeal is 
that leaders who are concerned about peoples’ lives must come and stay at least one 
week in the jondolos. They must feel the mud. They must share 6 toilets with 6 000 
people. They must dispose of their own refuse while living next to the dump. They 
must come with us while we look for work. They must chase away the rats and keep 
the children from knocking the candles. They must care for the sick when there are 
long queues for the tap. They must have a turn to explain to the children why they 
can’t attend the Technical College down the hill. They must be there when we bury 
our children who have passed on in the fires, from diarrhoea or AIDS. 

Part of the solution, he suggests, lies in a radically transformed material experience 
on the part of those with power and privilege. Indeed Abahlali have a standing 
invitation to both their enemies and would-be friends to spend a week living in the 
shacks, as a prelude to broader engagement. Zikode is also very clear, however, that 
the material conditions do not constitute a full explanation of the struggle. Indeed, 

3 This mode of writing is strikingly different from alternatively technocratic and hysterically nationalist 
language of the ruling party, or the technocratic, psychoanalytic and stolidly dogmatically socialist modes 
of writing typical of most of the middle class left. In it structure and language, Zikode’s Third Force article 
recalls a broad humanism in the tradition of Desmond Tutu’s sermons against apartheid e.g. (Tutu 1982). 
Tutu himself, in a 23 November 2004 Nelson Mandela lecture used similar words – ‘Too many of our 
people live in gruelling, demeaning, dehumanising poverty... In the struggle days it was exhilarating 
because they spoke of a mandate - you had to justify your position in vigorous exchanges. That seems no 
longer to be the case. It seems sycophancy is coming into its own… What is black empowerment when it 
seems to benefit not the vast majority but a small elite that tends to be recycled?’ (Tutu 2004). Thabo 
Mbeki responded angrily, suggesting that ‘it would be good if those that present themselves as the 
greatest defenders of the poor should also demonstrate decent respect for the truth’ (Mbeki 2004). Tutu 
responded that he would continue to pray for Mbeki and the government as he had for the apartheid 
government. This exchange is important not only for the schism that it reveals in the post-apartheid order, 
but also because the drawing on humanist Christian tropes is one that Zikode has done before, in a subtle 
blending of anti-apartheid and Christian humanist politics: ‘‘The first Nelson Mandela’, he explained, 
‘was Jesus Christ. The second was Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela. The third Nelson Mandela are the poor 
people of the world’ (Patel and Pithouse 2005).  
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no material conditions, no matter how extreme, can ever explain a struggle in terms 
of some mechanistic inevitability. Zizek is sensitive to this, in his response to Mike 
Davis’s claim that there is no left in the slums: 

One should resist the easy temptation to elevate and idealise slum-dwellers into a 
new revolutionary class. It is nonetheless surprising how far they confirm to the old 
Marxist definition of the proletarian revolutionary subject: they are ‘free’ in the 
double meaning of the word, even more than the classical proletariat (‘free’ from all 
substantial ties; dwelling in a free space, outside the regulation of the state); they are 
a large collective, forcibly thrown into a situation where they have to invent some 
mode of being-together, and simultaneously deprived of support for their traditional 
ways of life. (Zizek 2005) 

An introduction to epistemology 
If the material basis of struggle is insufficient to help us understand it, what else 
might we be able to draw on? Zikode himself points to a constitutive moment that 
initiated the Abahlali, a moment beyond the material experience of shack dwelling. 

The 16th of February 2005 was the dawn of our struggle. On that day the Kennedy 
Road committee had a very successful meeting with the chair of the housing 
portfolio of the executive committee of the municipality, the director of housing and 
the ward councillor. They all promised us the vacant land on the Clare Estate for 
housing. The land on Elf Road was one of the identified areas. But then we were 
betrayed by the most trusted people in our city. Just one month later, without any 
warning or explanation, bulldozers began digging the land. People were excited. 
They went to see what was happening and were shocked to be told that a brick 
factory was being built there. More people went down to see. There were so many of 
us that we were blocking the road. The man building the factory called the police 
and our local councillor, a man put into power by our votes and holding our trust 
and hopes. The councillor told the police ‘Arrest these people they are criminals’. The 
police beat us, their dogs bit us and they arrested 14 of us. We asked what happened 
to the promised land. We were told ‘Who the hell are you people to demand this 
land?’ This betrayal mobilised the people. 

He theorises the struggle as beginning from a particular event, one constituted in 
part by individuals and ideologies, but which far more strongly acted to constitute 
people, mobilising them, rendering them militant. It is an idea which has important 
parallels in those of French theorist Alain Badiou, whose work can, I suggest, be 
profitably mined for insight for an interpretation of current Abahlali politics.  
 It’s as well to begin with a point of convergence in Zikode and Badiou’s 
thought in what it is to be explained. For both, ‘politics’ is a dirty word At the 
beginning of today’s meeting, Zikode has asked, to nods and murmurs of approval 
from all gathered, that ‘politics’ be left out of this space. In further confrontation 
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with the city, he has again suggested that ‘It must be clear that this is not a political 
game. This movement is a kind of social tool…who ever wins the elections will be 
challenged by us…We have decided not to vote’.  
 ‘Politics’ in the sense of electoral politics, is no politics at all.  
 Unsurprisingly, the ANC has reacted badly to this. It is, after all, sensitive 
about its credentials, and its claims to legitimacy. The recent elections assumed great 
importance for the ANC as a litmus test of their right to rule. In a context where the 
party is absorbing the political opposition through mergers (as with the ANC’s 2005 
absorption of the National Party, the architects of apartheid), coalitions (with the 
ANC’s ruling coalition with the South African Communist Party and the 
increasingly fractious coalition member, the Congress of South African Trade 
Unions) or through ‘floor crossing’ legislation, a means through which members of 
parties frustrated by their inability to achieve results can reconnect themselves to the 
power marshalled by the ruling party, the ANC is moving towards ‘Zanufication’ - 
the one party national-statism of Zimbabwe’s rulers (Bond and Manyanya 2002). A 
strong democratically secured mandate is essential to the ANC’s hegemony in South 
Africa.  
 Note here what voting has become. When the formal trappings of 
democracy, such as opposition, become increasingly less viable, yet when the 
legitimacy conferred by the appearance of democracy is absolutely necessary to 
secure hegemony, it is the ruling bloc – not its opponents – that insists on the 
absolute importance of voting and elections. The recent Senate elections in 
Zimbabwe, for example, demonstrate this well.  
 Badiou offers a similar rejection of ‘politics’, and of what he calls the logic of 
the parliamentary-capitalist order, offering a scathing attack on ‘democracy’ as it is 
most commonly understood.  

In fact, the word ‘democracy’ concerns what I shall call authoritarian opinion. It is 
forbidden, as it were, not to be a democrat. More precisely, it stands to reason that 
humanity aspires to democracy, and any subjectivity suspected of not being 
democratic is regarded as pathological. At best it refers to a patient re-education, at 
worst to the right of military intervention by democratic paratroopers. (Badiou 
2005:78)

Like Zikode and those gathered in agreement at today’s meeting, Badiou wants to 
leave the sordid understanding of ‘politics’ in the gutter, developing something in its 
stead which more accurately reflects what’s going on here. Badiou proposes a name 
for the alternative, a ‘metapolitics’ defining it thus: 

by ‘metapolitics’ I mean whatever consequences a philosophy is capable of drawing, 
both in and for itself, from real instances of politics as thought. Metapolitics is 



RESEARCH REPORTS 2006: VOLUME 1 89

opposed to political philosophy, which claims that since no such politics exists, it 
falls to philosophers to think ‘the’ political. (Badiou 2005:xxxix) 

The conditions of politics 
One of the reasons to turn to Badiou is that he builds nicely on Zikode’s theorisation. 
Badiou argues that (real) politics can be understood through two fundamental 
elements. The first is an event. We might want to consider an event as something 
that radicalises. Within the left, we have cultures of asking questions like ‘when did 
you become radical’, ‘when did you make the break with prevailing opinion?’. 
Badiou systematises this, talking of an event as that kind of thing that not merely 
happens to people, but produces them, produces people. He contrasts people who are 
produced through events, with the rest of the world, with beings who are ethical 
automata, who parrot the ethical and politics opinions upon which they have been 
suckled. A key condition of Badiou’s definition of an Event is that it is open to 
anyone, rich or poor, black or white, man or woman – that there are no bars, no 
reasons why anyone at all cannot undergo this kind of transformative experience, 
and be shorn of their opinions.  
 ‘Opinion’ is the term Badiou uses for the analytical dead-zone of thought 
which pass for ‘ethics’ and ‘politics’, but which are in fact prevent rather than 
facilitate investigations of truth in ethical and political domains. Opinion is the 
stock-in-trade of party politics, of the anaesthetising simulacrum of politics which 
today passes under the banner of democracy. The figure of the militant, Badiou’s 
modern day seeker of truth is, however, central in disrupting the circulation of 
opinion. The militant does not arise ex nihilo, but is produced in a specific place and 
context. Badiou sets up the problem of what needs to happen to people in order for 
politics to happen.  

Let us say that a subject, which goes beyond the animal (although the animal remains 
its sole foundation [support]) needs something to have happened, something that 
cannot be reduced to its ordinary inscription in 'what there is’. Let us call this 
supplement an event, and let us distinguish multiple-being, where it is not a matter of 
truth (but only of opinions), from the event, which compels us to decide a new way of 
being… (Badiou 2001:41) 

Then, Badiou takes this further, relating the event to the processes that reproduce 
this new way of being.  

From which 'decision', then, stems the process of a truth? From the decision to relate 
henceforth to the situation from the perspective of its evental [événementiel] supplement. 
Let us call this a fidelity. To be faithful to an event is to move within the situation 
that this event has supplemented, by thinking (although all thought is a practice, a 
putting to the test) the situation 'according to' the event. ... It is clear that under the 
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effect of a loving encounter, if I want to be really faithful to it, I must completely 
rework my ordinary way of 'living' my situation. If I want to be faithful to the event 
of the 'Cultural Revolution', then I must at least practise politics (in particular the 
relation with the workers) in an entirely different manner from that proposed by the 
socialist and trade-unionist traditions…. I shall call 'truth' (a truth) the real process of 
a fidelity to an event: that which this fidelity produces in the situation. For example, 
the politics of the French Maoists between 1966 and 1976, which tried to think and 
practise a fidelity to two entangled events: the Cultural Revolution in China, and 
May '68 in France. … Essentially, a truth is the material course traced, within the 
situation, by the evental supplementation. It is thus an immanent break. 'Immanent' 
because a truth proceeds in the situation, and nowhere else - there is no heaven of 
truths. 'Break' because what enables the truth-process - the event - meant nothing 
according to the prevailing language and established knowledge of the situation. We 
might say, then, that a truth-process is heterogeneous to the instituted knowledges of 
the situation. Or - to use an expression of Lacan's - that it punches a 'hole [trou]' in
these knowledges. (Badiou 2001:41-43) 

Note here the importance of disruption not only of ‘self’ but of the knowledges that 
have come to constitute that self. Note, too, the absolute importance of place here. 
Central is the observation that all knowledge is situated and, further, that truth-
processes assume a particular mode in relation to the prevailing and the new 
knowledges of an Event. A truth process is, at the end of the day, contiguous with to 
the instituted knowledges of the situation. The process is utterly disruptive of 
prevailing assumptions, and is so not because it expressly engages with these 
prevailing assumptions, but because these truth processes, in being directed to other 
politics, destroy en passant the authority, the stature, and the pseudopolitics of these 
prevailing knowledges. There can be no political guru descending to a radical 
movement from above. All militants must open themselves to being pierced, and 
thereby remade, in the vortex of struggle. Badiou directly connects his epistemology 
to militancy.  

I call 'subject' the bearer [le support] of a fidelity, the one who bears a process of truth. 
The subject, therefore, in no way pre-exists the process. He is absolutely nonexistent 
in the situation 'before' the event. We might say that the process of truth induces a
subject. In the same way, the subject of a revolutionary politics is not the individual 
militant - any more, by the way, than it is the chimera of a class-subject. It is a 
singular production, which has taken different names (sometimes 'Party', some times 
not). To be sure, the militant enters into the composition of this subject, but once 
again it exceeds him …. Events are irreducible singularities, the 'beyond-the-law' of 
situations. Each faithful truth-process is an entirely invented immanent break with 
the situation. Subjects, which are the local occurrences of the truth-process ('points' of 
truth), are particular and incomparable inductions. It is with respect to subjects of 
this kind that it is perhaps -legitimate to speak of an 'ethic of truths’. (Badiou 2001:43-
44)
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This, then, is the first condition of understanding politics – an event, which in turn is 
inseparable both from people produced through it, and the place in which it 
happens. The second element, and the hardest to understand, is the mode in which 
politics is thought. Badiou offers two ways in which political modes can exist, either 
exterior or interior. I understand these to be related to the extent to which militant 
people, forged by Events, are continuous with, and are masters of, their political 
thinking.  
 For Badiou radical advances require the production of new truths. To 
understand what this means it is useful to return to the idea of the political meeting. 
Badiou usefully characterises it as homogenous. Here’s his definition by extension of 
‘homogeneity’: 

If… you consider … material instances as places of the name– in other words, as 
processes which are themselves prescriptive, and which share the same fabric as 
political subjectivity – then you retain the name and, establishing the investigation in 
a homogeneous multiplicity, you are able to think thought in interiority. (Badiou 
2005:34)

This isn’t easy, but as best as I understand it, here’s what I think is going on and, 
more importantly, why it’s useful: Badiou sees a central distinction in the way one 
comes to thinking, the way that one approaches politics. The binarism he sets up is 
one that distinguishes between an analytical approach that synthesises (but does not 
totalise) material and ideological. To use different jargon, a homogeneous approach 
to politics is one that is able to internalise a political dialectic of base and 
superstructure. The dialectic of ‘prescriptive processes’ brings these conceptual 
domains together, of a piece, of the same homogeneous fabric. He distinguishes this 
from an approach to political thinking that seeks to separate the ideological, the 
cultural from the material. The holding apart of these two domains results in 
bifurcated domains of culture and materiality. This is, for him, heterogeneous. Note 
that in either case, there is a multiplicity of sites and locations for this kind of 
politics, real politics – because real politics is always, after all, inevitably a local 
activity. Above a certain scale only the passive apprehension of spectacle is possible. 
 Homogeneous domains allow thought in ‘interiority’, while heterogeneous 
domains correlate with thought in ‘exteriority’. The vital importance of this 
distinction is one that comes into play when one considers the kinds of political 
programmes mapped out by each kind of domains of investigation.  
 The best way of working this through is by example, and Badiou himself 
gives a range of examples of interior and exterior modes of political thought, nearly 
all with its own place, theorist, and sequence. 
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Mode

Interior Exterior 

Revolutionary
Theorist: Saint Just 
Place: The party 
Sequence: 1902 (What is to be done?) to 1917 
(disappearance of the Soviets and 
‘statification’ of the party); 

Parliamentary
Theorist: ? 
Place: Factory/consensus based, but 
subjugated to the ‘objective’ State 
Sequence:1968 

Classist
Theorist: Marx 
Place: working-class movements, 
Sequence: 1848 (Manifesto of the Communist 
Party) to 1871 (the Paris Commune); 

Stalinist
Theorist: Stalin 
Place: The Party  
Sequence: beginning of the 1930s to the 
arrival of Gorbachev in power. 

Bolshevik:
Theorist: Lenin 
Place: The party 
Sequence: 1902 (What is to be done?) to 1917 
(disappearance of the Soviets and 
‘statification’ of the party); 

Dialectical  
Theorist: Mao Tse-tung – breaking with iron 
laws of history permitting “a mobile treatment 
of situations and conjunctures” 
Place: ? 
Sequence: ? 

(Badiou 2005:39-40) 

The list is non-exhaustive, and lest one consider my adoption of Badiou complicity 
with his reduction of the world to Europe and China, here are two examples from 
Southern Africa to add. In the Southern African context, we might want to say that 
Mugabe’s current political project is one with an exterior mode, in which those 
rendered militant by it need external authorisation for their politics, which some 
elements of ZANU-PF are placed to supply. By contrast, we might want to see the 
United Democratic Front struggles during the anti-apartheid years as interior, there 
being no authority other than the (often) covert meetings in which politics were 
forged. Again, to carry over the example of Mugabe, if his mode of politics is 
exterior, its place is the nation. If the UDF’s mode of politics is interior, its places 
were the meetings. In this lies an important link to the present, and to the Abahlali
experience within its meetings. 
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 In many of the township struggles during the 1980s, precisely because the 
ANC was banned, the lived experienced of anti-apartheid politics was melded not in 
the crucible of the ANC,4 but within the space of the United Democratic Front. As 
Swilling notes, the key analytical construct in the UDF was autonomy:  

Resistance became increasingly effective because of the UDF's capacity to provide a 
national political and ideological center. However, the township revolt was not 
caused by strategies of formulated and implemented by UDF national leadership. 
With the exception of key national campaigns (e.g. the black local authorities election 
boycotts of 1983-84 and the anti-tricameral parliament campaigns), the driving force of 
resistance came from below, as communities responded to their terrible living conditions.
[emphasis added (Swilling 1987)] 

With the unbanning of the ANC, this period came to an end, and the honeymoon of 
national reconstruction, with its suppressions, postponements and betrayals, began. 
But the politics of the UDF have not been forgotten. In fact, there’s a helpful 
theoretical line to be traced between the UDF and the meetings of the Abahlali 
baseMjondolo, though with one critical difference. The UDF legitimated its autonomy 
in the name of the authority of the ANC, exiled but certain to come home. Abahlali
have no absent father. They can only act in the name of their own suffering and 
intelligence. 
 This is a vision that is democratised, or rather, pluralised, by Fanon. In The
Wretched of the Earth, he notes:  

Individual experience, because it is national and because it is a link in the chain of 
national existence, ceases to be individual, limited and shrunken and is enabled to 
open out into the truth of the nation and of the world. In the same way that during 
the period of armed struggle each fighter held the fortune of the nation in his hand, 
so during the period of national construction each citizen ought to continue in his 
real, everyday activity to associate himself with the whole of the nation, to incarnate 
the continuous dialectical truth of the nation and to will the triumph of man in his 
completeness here and now. (Fanon 1965) 

The idea of the nation referred to here is not, however, the same as that conjured by, 
for instance, Mugabe’s demand for subordination to his patriarchal authority or 
Mbeki’s demand for subordination to the technocrats that remake society to better 
feed The Market. This idea of the nation is not subordinated to any particular party 
or State. It is that for which individuals have fought in the struggle for 

4 Though never purely so. My understanding of the UDF isn’t entirely romanticised – it was a struggle 
not only between forces within South Africa, but also pulled by tensions within its South African 
meetings, by the ANC in exile in Lusaka to control and shape it.
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independence, and for which they continue to fight, despite the actions of the 
national bourgeoisie, with a clear trajectory not towards some perfect nationalism, 
but towards a humanist flowering of social consciousness which, while incubated in 
the project of national liberation, must transcend it. For Fanon the dialectical of 
negativity is permanent. The political fabric that connects individual to collective 
experience is not ‘made in South Africa’ any more than it is made anywhere else.  
 Of course any fetish of the militant risks collapse into a new mode of 
authoritarianism if radical democratic commitments are not woven into the very 
conception of militancy. This means a certain orientation to leadership from the 
movement (and not, it turns out, the other way around). Badiou has something to 
offer here: 

Even if it is obvious that the bond is constitutive of the mass movement, it does not 
follow that it is constitutive of politics. On the contrary, more often than not it is only 
by breaking the presumed bond through which the mass movement operates that 
politics ensures the long-term durability of the event. Even at the heart of the mass 
movement, political activity is an unbinding, and is experienced as such by the 
movement. This is also why in the final analysis, and in terms of the sequence we are 
talking about here, which once again includes May ’68 and its aftermath, ‘mass 
leaders’ were not the same type of men as political leaders. (Badiou 2005:72)5

Abahlali baseMjondolo take this condition of possibility seriously, with a leadership 
that is flexible and contingent. At every meeting, the chair is elected, and mandates 
are forged and revisited. From the very outset, the leadership has been led by the 
base. From the decisions to march to demand the promised land, to march against 
the Mayor despite the illegal banning of the march, or to reject the offer of the R10bn 
land deal, demanding instead that land be compulsorily purchased closer to the 
settlements where people live and go to school, ordinary Abahlali supporters have 
been a radical force in the dialectic between mass and representative. This tension is 
one that seems to have worked well – so far, the movement has avoided sclerosis in 
leadership, and flexibility in tactics and strategy. The role of leader as negotiator is 
one that necessarily demands the delivery of compromise on behalf of the poor. By 
reasserting a radical and maximal mandate (no forced removals, upgrades, free 
water, etc) the tendency for pre-emptive compromise (‘we should say we want more 
than 6 kilolitres of free water per month before we pay- how about 10 kilolitres?’ 
‘No, water must be free’.) is tamped down, and the ability of leadership to betray the 
constituency is minimised.  

5 We need to be urgently cautioned by Badiou’s sexist formulation of this point. The question of who 
counts, and how, as a potential participant in meetings always needs to be asked urgently in theory and 
in practice. Abahlali are no exception. 
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 Badiou’s work enables us to present a broad set of necessary, but not 
sufficient, conditions for real politics, the mode of struggle deemed free of politics in 
Abahlali. The degraded physical reality of the settlements is insufficient to generate 
these politics – Badiou points to ‘the Event’, of the place of politics, of the mode of 
politics, and of the people who are transformed in the political process. If this looks 
like a list of ingredients, it cannot be, for there can be no recipe. The irreducibility of 
place and context makes a mockery of the idea of ‘replicating’ these processes 
through any pre-ordained process of political chemistry. Events can not be staged. 
They occur as precious interruptions in the web of obedience that usually weaves 
society together and, if not faithfully theorised, are quickly woven closed. But 
politics can, and do, travel. For Fanon, the travel is temporal – politics forged in the 
armed struggle can and should exist after the armed struggle because the 
importance of that politics lies not, as too many commentators have hazarded,6 in 
mindless violence, but in violence under popular control, not voluntarism, but in 
transformative and transgressive organisation. For Badiou, further, the place of 
politics is not an insistence on ‘microlocalism’, for some fetishisation of specific time 
and place, but of the understanding of the importance of time and place.7 Indeed, to 
commit to an understanding of something is precisely to reject its fetishisation. That 
Abahlali politics have been forged in a particular place doesn’t mean that they cannot 
also be seen outside those places. Thus, for instance, meetings of the Abahlahli 
baseMjondolo can, and do, travel. They can happen outside the imijondolo, in the 
Mayor’s office during a ‘caucusing’ break, or in a meeting of the Social Movements 
Indaba in Johannesburg where the substantively undemocratic and authoritarian 
style of the meeting was challenged by the Abahlali from the floor. Thinking, too, 
happens outside the meeting, and the politics within the shackdwellers’ movement 
is not, of course, the only politics within the shack settlement. It is a subject of 
further study to appreciate better these articulations within the imijondolo.
Nonetheless, for both Fanon and Badiou, however, the process of politics and 
political thinking is dialectical, configuring and reconfiguring place, space and 
people within it. It is therefore necessarily autonomous of the state, for the state 
cannot tolerate this kind of reconfiguration. It cannot, in the South African context, 
allow any alternative kind of democracy but its own. In the shacks of Durban, 
political thinking necessarily becomes autonomous of ‘the party’ too, because in this 
context, the ANC has systematically betrayed its constituents. For the Abahlali, the 
party’s over.  

6 (Wyrick 1998)’s splendid little book gives examples, past and present, of this kind of perverse and, 
frankly, racist thinking.  
7 I mention this because I realise that in locating my story-telling in a meeting of the Abahlali, I might be 
seen as fetishising a particular building, a particular school house, or the Pemary Ridge settlement. This is 
not the case.  
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A laboratory for truth within the university 
Instead of guidance by any overriding principles or dogma, learning, leadership and 
mistakes, have been central to collective political development of Abahlali 
baseMjondolo. The idea of a struggle as a school8 has gripped the imagination of many 
Abahlali. This in no small part is because the protests, at which Abahlali have shown 
collective strength and unity against the state, have demonstrated that being a 
shackdweller is not a source of stigma, and indeed that a recognition of ‘jondolo 
consciousness’, with its cultures of resistance, can itself be an Event. People are 
created through Abahlali protests. At the first legally sanctioned protest from the 
Kennedy Road settlement one of the banners simply stated ‘University of Kennedy 
Road’. Enrollment at the ‘University’ grew quickly. Each new protest saw new 
banners declaring new Universities, associated with new settlements that joined 
Abahlali baseMjondolo until, finally, the University of Abahlali baseMjondolo was 
declared.

A banner at the 14 November 2005 Protest at the 
Foreman Road settlement. 

8 See Pithouse 2005:11 
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There’s no building for this university. And if the students of this university are 
created through events, they’re educated through the place of learning– the meeting. 
The meeting is the classroom, and the spirit of the discussions are well captured by 
Alain Badiou:, ‘Everyone on the ground is essentially alone in the immediate 
solution of problems, and their meetings, or proceedings, have as their natural 
content protocols of delegation and inquest whose discussion is no more convivial 
or superegotistical than that of two scientists involved in debating a very complex 
question’. (Badiou 2005:76) 
 The curriculum at this university is as yet unwritten. The importance of 
spaces of education deeply informs this struggle, in ways strikingly reminiscent of 
Freire’s pedagogical dicta (Freire 1970). Abahlali baseMjondolo has a self-consciously 
open-ended political programme. Zikode explained that ‘we have a number of levels 
for our programme in Kennedy Road. We have done the first level, we have waited. 
We have tried the second level of talking them. We are doing the third level by 
marching. If that doesn’t work, we have a fourth level. I cannot talk about it, I don’t 
know what it will be, but they will see’.9 This openness, the absence of a strict 
programme for the movement, yet coupled with a sensitivity for the need for new 
tactics is, I think, a key strength of the movement. It marks the absence of a directive 
politics, but the presence of a prescriptive one – change must happen, but its 
contours are not possible to strategise for one man, or one committee alone.10

Observations of the course of the movement have borne out this interpretation, and 
of the concomitant increase in radicalism within the Abahlali baseMjondolo not as a 
matter of pre-ordained principle, but as a matter of practical politics.11 This 
eminently practical dimension to politics, returning to Badiou’s definitions above, is 
what characterises ‘truth’. 

Interim conclusions 
At the meeting in Pemary Ridge, consensus has been built slowly. The injunction to 
‘remain free of politics’ has been followed. The resolutions of the meeting have been 
painstakingly worked through. Zikode has, with support from academic Fazel Khan 
(who had been elected onto the negotiating team on the basis of his long experience 
as a union negotiator), put forward suggestions for compromise with the state. This 
compromise is eventually rejected by the meeting after an intervention by a young 
woman, Fikile Nkosi incites a more radical line of discussion. A follow up statement 

9 Emphasis added.  
10 See Hallward 2005 for a helpful and clear presentation of the politics of prescription. Abahlali politics 
reads well alongside his interpretation of Badiou, especially if we consider the political axiom driving the 
movement’s politics to be one of equality.
11 This dialectical development of political militancy, fuelled by democratic reflection on lived experience 
is one familiar to scholars of Fanon (1965), which I read through (Gibson 2003; Pithouse 2003).  
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in support of Nkosi’s position by the equally young Mnikelo Ndabankulu, is 
carefully discussed and receives wide support. This is not in any way considered an 
indictment of Zikode or Khan as individuals but rather an acknowledgement that 
leadership will involve compromise with the state, and that the meeting rejects such 
compromise (not, it turns out on grounds of dogma, but because of the hard-won 
lesson that ‘we know they will just lie to us, so why should we believe them now?’). 
The tactics are formed around which people on the negotiating team will ask what 
questions, with two people asking questions on their assigned topics of housing, 
land, electricity, sanitation, access to schooling, etc. This structure of asking 
questions is put forward to ensure that all questions get asked, and that, if one 
person falters within the space of the encounter with the municipality (and all are 
aware of the difficulty of making one’s voice heard in a venue chosen by the 
powerful), answers will nevertheless be sought. The meeting disbands with an 
‘Amandla! Awethu!’ (Power! It is ours!) It has been a long night. People leave the 
meeting exhausted.  
 Have we exhausted ourselves in understanding this meeting? The answer to 
this question must be no. The meeting itself needs to be more carefully located in a 
sociology that takes into account life lived outside of the meeting. The complexities 
of the relationship between what happens within the meeting and what happens 
afterwards, of the candle-studded enquiry and the work, and the search for work 
undertaken the next day, in short, what happens in and around the meeting 
demands further work. While it can be argued that meetings are the political 
marrow of the Abahlali, the connective tissue of politics, of social reproduction itself, 
necessarily exceeds, and vastly so, the space and time of meeting. And yet this tissue 
is the very material condition of possibility for the meeting. And, as we know, social 
reproduction is often the site of all kinds of modes of domination, many of them 
articulated through the nuances of gender, generation and the classes within classes 
and so on, which are often excluded from rigorous political analysis. This is not to 
say that the meeting cannot, and on occasion does not confront these, but it is to say 
that the meeting has limits. Once the political value of the intellectual work done in 
the meeting is accepted then the next question that will have to be confronted is how 
far the principles that sustain the meeting can move into other sites and modes of 
thinking and action in the social realm that sustain the meeting. We need, in other 
words, to understand the meeting and its politics not only by connecting it 
backwards and forwards in time with Events, but also by connecting it in space with 
the ‘ordinary’ material and lived experience of People (in Badiou’s sense, ‘mobilised 
people’ in Zikode’s) around this, at times, extraordinary site of interior political 
work.
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‘For the philosophy of praxis cannot be disjoined from thinking, man from nature, 
activity from material, subject from object; if one makes this detachment one falls 

into one of the many forms of religion or nonsensical abstraction’. 
(Gramsci 1971) 

‘Is it conceivable that the exercise of hegemony might leave space untouched… 
The answer must be no’. 

(Lefebvre 1991: 11) 

‘Common sense is the site on which the dominant ideology is constructed, but it is 
also the site of resistance and challenge to this ideology’. 

(Simon 1980: 64) 

Introduction 

One of the central questions confronting people interested in progressive and 
democratic change concerns how dominant ideas come to be established in 
particular places at particular times. In this paper, we explore this question in the 
post-apartheid informal settlement of Inanda. Above all, we seek to show that the 
environment of the settlement has become a crucial terrain over which dominant 
ideas are fought. We focus, in particular, on the aspect of the environment that might 
be referred to as the waterscape (Swyngeoduw 1999, 2004). Over the last fifty years, 
access to water in Inanda has been transformed. Originally residents relied on 
streams or the benevolence of landlords to provide a borehole in the area. In the 
early 1980s, the apartheid state, working in alliance with the Urban Foundation, 
implemented the first water scheme in the area. After the fall of apartheid, the 
African National Congress (ANC) has sought to extend access to water to all in the 
settlement. Throughout this period, the activity of collecting water has changed 
profoundly, both in terms of the physical act and in terms of the different 
relationships established through that physical act. The waterscape has thereby 
come to mean different things at different times, and the common sense ideas 
working through it have also changed. Part of this shift in meaning has been an 
attempt by different groups to enrol water in a particular view of the world that is 
supportive of a particular position. Often, as we show, this attempt to manipulate 
the waterscape for the purposes of moral and cultural legitimation has resulted in 
failure. Towards the end of the paper, we begin to explore the ways in which the 
struggle over ideas in the waterscape might open up new democratic possibilities. 
 For Gramsci, the stabilisation of a particular worldview, and the acceptance 
of this view by different groups (often against the interests of the individuals 
involved) are achieved through the operation of hegemony. The terrain over which 
hegemony operates, he refers to as civil society or ‘the so-called private 
organisations like the Church, the trade unions, the schools etc’ (1971: fn56). These 
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institutions thereby serve as the ostensibly ‘neutral’ organs through which class 
power comes to be consolidated in the realm of ideas. As Kipfer (2002) has pointed 
out, for geographers, one of the central attractions of the work of Henri Lefebvre lies 
in his view of the urbanisation of hegemony. Dominant ideas are thereby 
consolidated through the built environment of the city. Conversely, as the French 
protests of 1968 appeared to show, the city can become a terrain over which 
dominant ideas are challenged, and the survival of capitalism put under threat. 
Whilst Kipfer’s work implicitly addresses the socio-natural relations of urban 
environments, our aim is to make these more explicit. We do so through arguing 
that the urbanisation of nature always implies the extension of a terrain over which 
worldviews might be contested. 
 The paper is necessarily historical and our approach to the urbanisation of 
nature in Inanda is roughly chronological. Thus, we seek to show how, during the 
apartheid years, the expanding water network was enrolled in the National Party’s 
‘total strategy’, as it sought acquiescence to apartheid through improvements in 
living conditions. Later, we suggest that it became a terrain over which civic 
movements sought to contest the racist ideology of apartheid. In more recent years, 
we show how the waterscape became a part of the African National Congress’ 
attempt to cultivate a popular nationalism in the wake of apartheid’s defeat, before 
attempting to use the water network as a means of generating support for its post-
1996 rightwards shift. As a result, we argue that the waterscape has become one of 
the key terrains over which the cultural and moral legitimacy of the ANC’s 
neoliberal turn has been consolidate and contested. 
 We do not argue that people are merely passive recipients of these reshaped 
worldviews, nor do we argue that there is a simple one-way relationship between 
hegemony and the lived environment. Both environmental determinism and 
‘scientific Marxism’ fell prey to such an illusion. Both theories have been shamed by 
the ability of individuals to think independently, and to be able to make their own 
histories and geographies. Rather, following both Gramsci and Marx, we seek to 
show how hegemony is established through concrete human activity in the 
production of nature (Gramsci 1971: Marx 1976: Smith 1984, Swyngedouw 1999). 
Elites try to manipulate hegemony, not by simply changing the physical 
environment of a settlement, but by reshaping the way in which people relate to that 
environment through their concrete, everyday, activities (Kipfer 2002). Such a 
relational ontology has been crucial not only to Gramsci and Marx but also to recent 
developments within left geography (Harvey 1973, 1996, Smith 1984, Kirsch and 
Mitchell 2003). Overall, we seek a rapprochement between a Gramscian 
understanding of hegemony and recent work in urban political ecology (Heynen, 
Kaika and Swyngedouw 2006). Following the example of Gramsci, we argue that 
such a study should remain rooted in an understanding of contingent historical 
practices. Thus, we turn first to Inanda’s complex history.
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Inanda 
Over the last half century, the area referred to as Inanda has become increasingly 
integrated into the lived environment of the city (Hughes 1996). Over this period, it 
has transformed from a quiet rural community of dispersed farmsteads to a dense 
and bustling informal settlement providing a home for almost 200,000 people. As a 
liminal zone, Inanda saw some of the most violent turf wars between the Inkatha 
Freedom Party and the United Democratic Front in the last years of apartheid. These 
struggles became generational ones, as the youths of the area struggled for a 
democratic vision of a world beyond the conservatism of village headmen and 
chiefs. The area thereby encapsulated many of the most important changes of the 
dying days of apartheid.  
 In one of the few scholarly papers written on the settlement, David Hemson 
refers to the community’s ability to capture the political zeitgeist: 

French political life served for Marx, and in a sense for all historians and social 
scientists, as a barometer of all modern politics in its usage, language and 
innovations. Taken in proportion, and obviously to a lesser degree, Inanda shows 
more explicitly the latent potentialities and contradictions in political practice on a 
national scale by exhibiting the extremes in their development. (1996: 78) 

The story of water provision in Inanda is one way into making better sense of this 
political practice. As we argued at the outset, the history of water provision also 
sheds light upon a terrain over which dominant ideas were both challenged and 
consolidated. For most of the last century, Inanda lacked any formal water network: 
its burgeoning population relied on individual landlords or shop-owners to drill 
boreholes (Hughes 1985). As the settlement increasingly came under the influence of 
the urban region, debates over who was responsible for the provision of water were 
ignited; a drought between 1978 and 1980 increased the urgency of these debates.  

Inanda’s released status 
Importantly, Inanda’s administrative incoherence (it lay outside the formal authority 
of either the apartheid state or the KwaZulu legislative assembly) provided ample 
opportunities for the apartheid government to both delay in providing water, 
claiming not to be responsible for water provision in the area, and also to exploit 
some of the tensions between different groups that had been exacerbated by the 
drought. Landlords represented the key figures of authority for much of the last 
century. These class dynamics, however, were deeply entwined with, and inscribed 
by, ‘race’; Inanda being one of the few areas in apartheid South Africa in which both 
Africans and Indians were able to acquire freehold land. The preponderance of 
Indian landlords seeking to make a living out of ‘shack-farming’ provided a lever 
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from which the apartheid state was able to exploit racial tensions (Meer 1985, 
Hughes 1987). 
 Inanda’s confusing patchwork of administrative responsibilities was partly a 
result of the 1936 Land Act. This earmarked several of the local farms as Released 
Areas 33 and 34 for eventual acquisition by the state (SPPR 1983) in preparation for 
sole African occupation of the area at some undisclosed future date. In the interim, 
the area lay in an administrative limbo, permitting both Africans and Indians to 
acquire freehold land. Lying in the mist belt, nearly all of Inanda is just too high to 
form part of the lucrative sugar lands situated to the East. As a result the lower value 
land and the high number of landowners amongst whom it is distributed served to 
ensure that throughout the apartheid years it retained its ambiguous, ‘released’ 
status, the Verulam Magistrates Court being thus established as a temporary 
authority (Hughes 1996). 
 Lacking a formal authority, it might seem odd to consider Inanda within a 
Gramscian framework. As Showstack Sassoon argues, an understanding of the role 
of the state is crucial to Gramsci’s work. Indeed, Gramsci seems to understand 
hegemony and civil society as integral to, or, at least, as defined in relation to the 
state (1971: 262-3). Inanda, of course, lacked formal links with the local and national 
state up until the 1990s when the redrawing of municipal boundaries brought it 
formally within eThekwini Municipality. However, prior to this, whilst only acting 
as a formal authority in South African Development Trust –owned land (a relatively 
small portion of the area understood as Inanda), the apartheid state still cast a long 
shadow over the settlement. Indeed, the relational, decentralised understanding of 
the operation of state power developed by Gramsci provides a useful framework for 
understanding this relationship and for understanding how the state can cultivate 
power within such apparently liminal spaces. Our attention needs to shift, however 
to the more subversive ways in which power operates through the environment. 
Thus, Inanda becomes a far more interesting area for study than those communities 
with a direct link to the national state. 
 Whilst the coercive arm of the state intervened at several times in the area, 
Inanda became a site for the experimentation with various means for trying to 
develop consent within the populace. As Femia notes (1981: 29), it is this distinction 
(between consent and coercion) that is of the most relevance for Gramsci rather than 
a distinction between civil and political society.1 Thus, attempts were first made to 
cultivate consent through an Urban Foundation intervention to improve the living 
standards of those in the area and establish access to potable water for some of the 
residents of Inanda. Later, different groups attempted to enrol the waterscape in the 

1 Partly for this reason, and partly because of the somewhat circuitous nature of the debates, we do not 
review the post-apartheid literature on South African civil society (for a selection, see Friedman 1991, 
1992, Mayekiso. 1996, Swilling 1992. For the most useful summaries, see Glaser 1997 and Marais 1998) 
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process of establishing new moral and cultural norms. The unfolding of these 
processes, in turn, depended on the gradual urbanisation of nature (Kaika and 
Swyngedouw 2000), or the cohering socio-natural structure of the urban region (see 
Harvey 1989 on the structured coherence of the urban region). It is to this, rather 
than the area’s ambiguous position within the formal structures of governance, that 
we must now turn. 

The urbanisation of nature in Inanda 
Urbanisation in Inanda was, of course, intimately bound up with the unfolding of 
apartheid in the rest of the country and, above all, with the forced removals that 
moved so many people from relatively stable communities in the centre of cities to 
the outskirts of urban areas. Thus, with the destruction of Cato Manor in 1959 and 
the forced removal of all of its African and Indian residents, new townships were 
constructed on the outskirts of Durban to accommodate the displaced population 
(Maylam 1996). The construction of these separate townships for those of different 
‘race’ was the cornerstone of the National Party’s policy of ‘separate development’. 
Inanda’s neighbour, KwaMashu, was soon to become the second largest of these 
townships in the Durban region, located roughly 20km to the North West of the city 
centre. Its creation had a profound catalysing effect on the growth of Inanda. With 
the extension of bus routes to the township, it became possible for residents of the 
informal settlement to commute to work in the city using the bus connections from 
the formal township, although pass restrictions effectively barred many of its 
residents from applying for such work (Hughes 1996). Whilst a basic understanding 
of the influence of the ‘structured coherence of the urban region’ might refer to this 
ability of an urban centre to draw upon a surrounding labour supply (Harvey 1985), 
we would suggest that the extension of the water network to Inanda represented a 
still more profound subsumption of the informal settlement into the urban region. 
With this change, the city became a part of the home life and the bodily functions of 
those living in the informal settlement. An urban nature came to flow through the 
shacks and bodies of Inanda’s residents (Kaika and Swyngedouw 2000, Kaika 2003). 
A clearer socio-natural relationship with the metropole was thereby defined. First, 
however, for the urbanisation of nature to unfold, water planners had to contend 
with the patchwork of land titles making up the area and the lack of a clear 
administrative authority. At the time, Inanda was divided up between several 
hundred private landowners, mission lands, state lands and land administered by 
the KwaZulu government. It represented a planner’s nightmare. This situation was 
worsened by the apartheid government’s plans to turn Inanda into a site for solely 
African occupation. This would require the appropriation of vast swathes of land 
from numerous different landowners (Meer 1985).
 Such a patchwork of land titles, as well as the racist priorities of the 
apartheid government, was reflected in the lack of provision of basic services in the 
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area up until the early 1980s. If these were provided at all, landlords tended to be 
responsible. Benevolent landlords, and those with an eye for a commercial 
opportunity thereby supplied water through boreholes,2 otherwise residents 
collected water from the polluted streams that flowed through the area (Hindson 
1996, Community Workshop, Bhambayi 2003). When these sources of water ran dry 
in 1979, the inadequacies of service provision were clearly emphasised. Although 
silent killers such as dysentery had affected residents for decades, a dramatic 
increase in typhoid cases in January and February 1980 began to draw attention to 
Inanda’s service deficit. Fears of a contaminated labour supply began to grow, as did 
fears that labourers might bring typhoid with them to the centre of Durban. 
Senecque (1981) quotes an article from The Sunday Tribune

Durban is sitting on a typhoid bomb. Thousands of workers could be unwitting 
carriers of the killer disease – and there are fears that the epidemic could spread to 
the city. The bomb is Inanda and the solution is water piped within easy reach of 
every home. But Inanda – one of Durban’s major labour sources – is a squatter’s 
haven. (quoted in Senecque 1981: 9) 

If the solution was a simple one (urbanising nature through bringing potable water 
to the informal settlement), who should be responsible for implementing such a 
programme remained less simple. For the national government, the legitimacy of 
moves towards ‘separate development’ appeared to be put under test. Whichever 
department was made responsible for a water scheme, and whether it was a part of a 
government in Pretoria or a legislative assembly in Ulundi became crucially 
important.  
 One of the key players in the drive to bring a water scheme to Inanda was 
the Urban Foundation. Established by large capital in the early 1980s, the Urban 
Foundation served as a think tank, aimed at focussing energies on South Africa’s 
urban problems. Although there was a wide diversity of opinion within the 
organisation, ranging from the progressive to the outright racist (Senecque 1981), it 
was persistently open to the criticism that it sought to make ‘apartheid liveable’. At a 
time when the national government in South Africa was attempting to ameliorate 
some of the worst living conditions in the country, as an overt strategy of attempting 
to quell rebellion (part of the ‘total strategy’ in countering the ‘total onslaught’), the 
Urban Foundation appeared to be a willing handmaiden. People’s relationships to 
their lived environments were to be manipulated in order to provide an atmosphere 
in which opposition would be minimised and some form of segregation might be 
politically sustainable. Although not all within the Urban Foundation would have 

2 Interestingly, however, Rogers Ngcobo, a prominent African landowner is quoted in Meer (1985) as 
saying that no landlord ever charged for water in Inanda. 
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been motivated by the same desires, what we see in the drive to bring water to 
Inanda can be interpreted as an attempt to pacify a working population through 
transforming the relationship between residents and their environments. Hegemony 
was to be worked through a reconfiguration of the socio-natural relations 
comprising the waterscape in Inanda. The aim was to provide a new form of moral 
leadership, one based around the apparent benevolence of large capital, which 
might begin to transform this hotbed of discontent into a container of loyal 
labourers.
 Such a transformation was effectively blocked whilst landowners remained 
the most important power bloc, thereby seriously restricting the possibilities for a 
reconfigured waterscape that would encompass the entire area and severely 
restricting the possibilities for a reconfigured worldview. The apartheid state was 
confronted with several possibilities. First, it could seek to appropriate the land. At 
the time, however, with the economy in recession, the state’s lack of financial 
resources limited the chances of it being able to do this legally. Secondly, it could 
attempt to undermine the power of the landlords and seek to drive them out of the 
area through extra-legal means. As will be shown in the next section, this strategy 
was evident in the manner in which tensions between Indian landlords and their 
African tenants were exploited by the state, in the run up to violence that engulfed 
the area in August 1985 (Meer 1985). Thirdly, the apartheid government could 
relocate people from areas in which landlords were the dominant force, to areas in 
which the state already had a strong presence. Essentially, this was the strategy 
pursued: the drought in the early 1980s thereby provided a justification for the 
movement of large numbers of people from freehold land to state-owned land. The 
latter had been purchased from individual landowners for the purpose of 
integrating Released Area 33 into the KwaZulu Bantustan at some as yet unknown 
future date. One of South Africa’s earliest ‘site and service’ schemes was thereby 
established: residents were provided with a plot of land at a reasonable rent (with 
the possibility in the future of being able to purchase this land), a standpipe, and the 
possibility of borrowing a tent until they had been able to construct their own house 
on the land. During the first phase of resettlement, 3000 families, or roughly 15,000 
people, moved to what would become known as Inanda Newtown. Since the 
establishment of Inanda Newtown, three new divisions have since been established 
(creatively titled Newtown A, B and C).  
 Moving residents from land in which they rented plots from landlords to 
land owned by the state served several functions. First, through state-planned, 
speeded-up urbanisation, it permitted the rapid implementation of a water scheme, 
avoiding potential planning delays. Secondly, whilst not involving forced removals, 
a major driving force was the apartheid vision of separate development for those of 
different ‘races’. This relied on sole African occupancy of certain parcels of land. 
Thirdly, it broke the power bloc of local landowners. Senecque (1981) refers to the 
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changing position of the prominent Inanda landowner, Rogers Ngcobo, whose 
cautious support for the water project changed to opposition as he saw the loss of 
power that would result from resettlement. Finally, and of great interest for the 
purposes of this paper, the supply of water to a resettled population in parts of 
Released Area 33 allowed the state to rework the socio-natural relations of 
hegemony in the area. Prior to this, as Hindson (1996) notes, landlords had been 
responsible for providing very basic services and also ‘a worldview’ for the local 
populace. In effect they could provide the moral and cultural leadership that 
hegemony represents, through their control of people’s access to land and to the 
waterscape. This ‘worldview’ would come into conflict with the apartheid state’s 
vision of separate development and it became imperative for the state to establish 
itself as the principal authority in the area. It could thereby attempt to shape and 
manipulate such a worldview through the concrete act of people being able to access 
water from a standpipe. The act of collecting water, although improving the life-
chances of those moving to the new area of Ematendeni enormously, now 
established a direct link between the residents of Inanda and the apartheid state. 
Over the next two and a half decades, the way in which hegemony operates over 
this terrain has changed still more profoundly. 

Political ecologies of violence 
In spite of the development of the Inanda scheme, the apartheid state’s ambitions for 
the area continued to be frustrated by the patchwork of land titles in those areas of 
Inanda not owned by the state. In particular, the presence of both Indian and African 
residents and landowners seemed to provide a direct challenge to the violent 
segregation that constituted apartheid. One of the expressions of this coexistence 
had been local peace camps – organised by Rick Turner, a Durban philosopher-
activist (assassinated in 1978) and Mewa Ramgobin, a prominent Natal Indian 
Congress and later UDF activist. Ramgobin is married to the granddaughter of 
Mahatma Gandhi and the camps, designed to promote non-racial harmony, were 
held at Gandhi’s former home in Inanda, known as Phoenix. For some, these 
meetings are still remembered as key platforms for building a progressive politics in 
Natal (Personal Communication: Hemson). However, at the same time as pockets of 
hope showed the possibilities for a society beyond apartheid, the central state was 
making a concerted effort to open up new faultlines. Heather Hughes (1996) charts 
these fractures in trying to get to grips with the violence that took hold of Inanda in 
August 1985.  

One can accept the point that it is wrong to view shanty towns as ‘problems’, 
characterised by crime and vice, social despair and political instability. Yet it is also 
true that in the case of such speeded-up urbanisation, pressure on lines of social 
tension has often resulted in fracture: ethnically, between Mpondo and Zulu people; 
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racially, between Indians and Africans; between those with ‘proper’ housing and 
those possessing only shacks, after two blocks of Inanda were set aside by the state 
for formal township development in 1982; between the youth and their elders; and 
between tenants and landlords, as each struggled for a more beneficial arrangement. 
If these forms of tension are ‘situational’, then looming large in the creation of the 
‘situation’, first by its non-action and then its method of intervention, was the South 
African state under the apartheid regime. (ibid: 306) 

Hughes’ writings capture the important interplay between the apartheid state, and 
the socio-natural relations making Inanda the distinct place it is. Through doing this, 
she seeks an explanation of the ugly violence that took hold of Inanda. The spark for 
this was provided by uprisings in other parts of the city, provoked by the murder of 
UDF activist Victoria Mxenge. In Inanda, these uprisings took the form of intense 
clashes between an emerging, but by no means coherent, United Democratic Front 
and armed Inkatha militias. Many of the attacks were targeted at Indian landowners 
and, within a few days, the vast majority of the Indian population of Inanda was 
driven out of the area, fleeing to nearby Phoenix or Redlands.   
 As the Hughes’ quotation attests, the roots of the violence were complex. For 
Sitas (1986), the bloodshed needs situating in the political-economic context of the 
moment. Much was an attack on what were perceived as symbols of wealth: this 
followed the acute crises of drought and resettlement. Also, Inkatha was able to 
capitalise on such violence, attempting to consolidate its power through the ensuing 
clashes, whilst portraying its supporters as the peacemakers and upholders of law 
and order. Above all, Sitas suggests, the violence showed the limitations, at that 
time, of all organisations in the Durban area, whether this be the UDF, Inkatha or the 
growing trade union movement.  
 Elsewhere, Fatima Meer (1985) interprets the 1985 violence as a state 
sponsored effort to rid the ‘Released Area’ of Indian landowners. With the state 
lacking the money to pay a reasonable price for this land, it was convenient to see 
Indian landlords driven out through violent insurrection. Through firsthand reports 
and signed affidavits, she shows the manner in which the apartheid state operated 
as a hidden hand seeking to clear the area of its Indian populace. In contrast, Hughes 
(1987) argues against conspiracy theories, and instead alludes to the political 
ecological context (whilst not naming this directly). Here, again, we begin to see how 
the socio-natural relations of the urban waterscape are enrolled in and productive of 
particular political configurations. Crucial here is the drought of 1979-82 and the 
state’s response to this. After the drought, Indian landlords were targeted by the 
state authorities for not having provided water supplies to their tenants, whilst their 
African counterparts were not questioned. The state attempted to manipulate the 
worldview of local residents through blaming Indian landlords for the degraded 
living conditions of the area.  
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 As the state sought to fuel this image of Indian landlords as exploitative and 
uncaring, further lines of tension emerged with the construction of Inanda Newtown 
in 1982. Xhosa speaking residents of Inanda were effectively barred from residency 
in Inanda Newtown, as the apartheid state considered the development to be part of 
a move towards an ‘ethnically’ distinct KwaZulu Bantustan. Thus, with potable 
water being supplied to Inanda Newtown, clashes occurred at standpipes in the site 
and service scheme between Zulu- and Xhosa-speaking residents of Piesang River 
(Hughes 1987). By the time Inanda ignited with violence in August 1985, the state 
had already, in Hughes’ words, ‘discovered and forcibly widened every faultline in 
the social makeup of Inanda’ (1987: 347). At the same time, with neither landlords, 
nor the civics, neither the Inkatha Freedom Party, nor the apartheid state able to 
exercise true hegemony through the political ecology of the area, the result, in 
Gramsci’s words was ‘a variety of morbid symptoms’. These symptoms were shown 
in the depressing ‘racial’ violence. 

A tool becomes a weapon: The urbanisation of opposition  
If the violence in Inanda was indeed provoked by the state with the intention of 
simplifying the patchwork of land titles across the area and driving Indian landlords 
away, this clearly failed. Similarly, if the relocation of residents to Inanda Newtown 
is considered to have been an attempt to develop greater passivity to the apartheid 
regime, this also failed. Instead, opposition seemed to be stoked. Part of this can be 
read through the fact that urbanisation often seemed to bring about a denser 
network of opposition to apartheid; support for the United Democratic Front always 
being greatest in urban areas3. However, of further interest is the manner in which, 
through attempting to reconfigure residents’ relationships with the urban 
environment in a manner aimed at garnering consent, the apartheid government 
actually provided new tools with which the regime might be challenged. With 
centralised provision of water in the area, a new weapon was provided with which 
residents could target central political institutions. A payment boycott could thereby 
be organised, the intention of which was to challenge the apartheid state’s 
stronghold. Crucial to the transformation of the new water network from a tool for 
the consolidation of apartheid into a weapon for the challenging of apartheid, was 
the urbanisation of opposition that was expressed in the emergence of new civic 
movements.
 Whilst powerful civic groups were emerging all over South Africa at the 
same moment, it was the ‘comrades phenomenon’ that made opposition in Natal 
distinctive. Sitas (1992) refers to the comrades as ‘a large scale social movement with 
its peculiar Natal overtones’, juxtaposing this with the common-place assumption 

3 One might find echoes of Engel’s view of the double-movement captured in the centralisation of the 
proletariat in the ‘great cities’. 
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that the youths involved represented a suicidal expression of a loss of hope in the 
potential for change. In Inanda, the comrades seemed to focus the energies of a new 
generation of progressive youths. Whilst many of their aims were short-term, the 
movement also seemed to contain the seeds for a potentially lasting transformation 
of the socio-political landscape (Hemson 1996). Not only did the comrades become a 
crucial counter-hegemonic force within Inanda – thereby cultivating a new set of 
moral and cultural norms – but with the gradual collapse of authority in the area, 
they served as crucial agents in reworking relationships with the lived environment. 
They became crucial architects in the new political ecology of Inanda through the 
various democratic planning forums established and the distribution of land to 
needy parties that they initiated. Temporarily, the comrades replaced both 
traditional authorities and apartheid structures of governance, providing a 
grassroots, democratic channel for reshaping the environment of the settlement.  
 In the Amaoti area of Inanda, one of the sites worst affected by the 1979-1982 
drought and one having experienced a major loss of power by both landlords and 
the apartheid state, the comrades played a crucial role in distributing land and 
housing to those most needy. Whilst there was clearly the potential to abuse this 
position in order to cultivate patronage networks and feed one’s own personal gain, 
Kaarsholm (2005) quotes interviews showing that many comrades were so 
restrained as to actually leave themselves with no home at all. This disciplined 
altruism was reflected in the formation of the Inanda Marshals, a grassroots 
movement of youths committed to the ending of apartheid, the establishment of 
peace and described by Hemson (1996) as combining spontaneous self-organisation 
and a militia formation. 
 The character of the Inanda Marshals was quite profoundly misunderstood 
by the returning exiles from the ANC who appeared to subscribe to the dominant 
stereotype that the comrades were nihilists. Hemson (ibid.) refers to Nelson 
Mandela’s speech in Durban in 1990 as a defining moment in which the Marshals 
began to realise their distance from the Congress leadership. This distance was then 
reasserted when, in March 1990, a meeting was convened in Inanda with the 
proposition to dissolve the Marshals and replace them with the ANC Youth League 
(ANCYL), a more easily contained ‘civic movement’ (Hemson 1996). Thulani 
Ncwane describes the meeting: 

If a democratic resolution was passed to dissolve the committees and join the ANC 
Youth League then we would do this. But instead, this guy came along with a shirt 
tie and gold watch and brief case. In the past we had only seen Dubes4 dressed like 

4 A reference to the family of prominent Inanda landowner and one of the founders of the ANC, John 
Langabilalele Dube. 
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this. And then he said, I am from the ANC Youth League convening committee and 
we have come to organise your local branch. (Interview Ncwane: 4th March 2003) 

The imposition of the ANCYL was a clear attempt by the Congress movement to 
formalise disparate civil society movements across the country within one 
hierarchically organised structure. The autonomy of the Inanda Marshals, as 
architects of a reconfigured political ecology within Inanda, posed a potentially 
unwanted source of opposition. For the Marshals, this conflict was both unnecessary 
and debilitating. Thulani, for example, saw no division between the work he was 
carrying out within the ANC and the work he was carrying out with the Marshals 
(Interview November). In spite of this, in 1992, he and another Marshal were 
suspended from the ANC for allegedly Trotskyist tendencies. This was a clear 
attempt to target dissenters in an effort to better facilitate the dissemination of a 
nationalist hegemony. By mid-1992, the structures of the Marshals were in disarray 
(Hemson 1996). 
 Following this, civic organising within Inanda appeared to switch to more 
formal movements, groups that were more readily recognised by the returning ANC 
leadership but still with a relative autonomy at the time. The Inanda Civic 
Association (ICA) flourished and, in 1994, the Inanda Development Forum (IDF) 
was launched. Unique in its structures and aims at the time, the IDF attempted to 
bring together disparate groups across Inanda that had formerly been in conflict. In 
particular, the Inanda Landowners Association and Inanda Civic Association, two 
organisations normally opposed to one another, were brought into conversation. As 
a result of this new dialogue, various innovative structure plans for Inanda could be 
devised. Youths from both within and outside of the comrades movement were 
trained as community development workers. One community development worker 
from each of the 32 communities comprising Inanda was appointed, and it finally 
seemed like the energies of previous generations could be directed at reconfiguring 
the lived environment of the area. With no formal government in Inanda, different 
local and national administrations respected the IDF as a semi-autonomous (albeit 
loyal to the ANC) local authority.  
 By 1996, with the development of wall-to-wall local government in South 
Africa, this situation was clearly no longer acceptable: the Inanda Development 
Forum appeared to provide another potentially autonomous power base within the 
region. With the appointment of the aforementioned Thulani Ncwane as 
Chairperson, the likelihood of dissenting views was once again brought to the fore. 
The ability to maintain an African Nationalist hegemony through the IDF seemed far 
less feasible and, again, the ANC turned to establishing more effective channels to be 
able to consolidate its own moral and cultural leadership. In particular ward 
committees were established, working in close collabouration with local councillors 
and ostensibly providing a forum for open debate about the needs of the local area. 
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Funding was cut to the IDF and by 1997 this organisation was also in crisis. In the 
first local government elections of 2000, several of the community workers who had 
been trained and nurtured within the IDF became African National Congress local 
councillors. 

The rediscovery of political ecology as a terrain for the contestation of hegemony 
As this brief review of the formation and rebirth of civic moments within Inanda has 
shown, repeatedly, the community has seen the appearance of vibrant autonomous 
movements; repeatedly, these seem to have been either disbanded, or attempts have 
been made to quash their autonomy. The result, in the contemporary moment, seems 
to be a considerable level of political disillusionment and mistrust for those in 
authority. Whilst the ANC would appear to have consolidated power within the 
formal institutions of Inanda (Mshayazafe remains the only ‘Inkatha area’ in Inanda) 
this has been at the expense of channels through which dissent might be expressed. 
The Inanda Civic Association is now a hollow shell, the Inanda Development Forum 
has become an organisation only in name, and the various ward committees 
established for devolving democracy to the grassroots appear to serve merely as 
forums for cultivating the next generation of councillors.  
 It is not only for dissenters that this situation poses problems. Indeed if 
channels of civil society have been lost, the potential for cultivating consent is also 
reduced. Kaarsholm (2005) suggests that conflict is now centred on various ‘moral 
panics’, as people are unable to find outlets for their anger in a political arena almost 
entirely monopolised by one party. Although seemingly omnipotent the ANC has 
lost many of the networks of tunnels and earthworks that Gramsci saw as so crucial 
for defending particular socio-political regimes (1971: 238). It has virtually lost its 
Youth League in the area, it no longer has a link with the hollow shell of the civic 
association, and, with growing disillusionment at the pace of reform within post-
apartheid South Africa, the likelihood increases that the moral and cultural 
leadership of the ANC in Inanda will come under serious threat.  
 It is at this juncture that new partnerships, bringing together the state, a very 
broadly defined ‘civil society’, and the private sector have rediscovered the ability to 
consolidate hegemony through people’s relations with their lived environments. 
Once again, as in the apartheid years, hegemony is to be cultivated through the 
everyday acts with which people work the urban waterscape. As the water network 
has expanded, this waterscape is now much more encompassing of the whole of 
Inanda. Whilst the drought of 1979-82 began to initiate the urbanisation of nature in 
Inanda, the relations comprising this urban waterscape have now transformed. 
Thus, the recent commercialisation of bulk-water supplies to the municipality means 
that the infrastructure through which that water flows has come to acquire a life of 
its own as it embodies the apparently alien dominance of capital over people (2006, 
forthcoming). With these reshaped relationships, it has become both easier and more 
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important to ensure a modicum of consent to the apparent dictatorship of the water 
meter. One vehicle for grooming such consent has been the Business Partners for 
Development ‘learning partnership’, piloted in Inanda as part of an effort to provide 
better services to the area and, importantly, to tackle the high incidence of non-
payment for water services. It is to this that we now turn. 

Hegemonising partnerships  
Unequal partners for business? 
As if to make clear the importance of the Gramscian insistence on the realm of 
culture as a key battleground in late capitalism, the post-apartheid government has 
seen one of its primary challenges as being to transform an alleged ‘culture of non-
payment’ for basic services within poor communities. Whilst such discussions nearly 
always overlook the question of people’s inability to be able to pay for these services, 
it has reopened the waterscape to the contestation of ideas already discussed in this 
paper. The Business Partners for Development (BPD) (or ‘Building Partnerships for 
Development’ as it has since been renamed) initiative must be seen as one aspect in 
this struggle over neoliberal ideas. BPD claims to be ‘a worldwide network of 
partners involving government, donors, business and civil society’ (BPD 2004). 
Created by the World Bank in 1998, it has helped to coordinate tri-sector 
partnerships between governments, ‘civil society’ and the private sector throughout 
the world. The water and sanitation cluster of the group has pioneered 12 local-level 
projects, one of which was based in KwaZulu-Natal – Inanda being one of the two 
focus areas in the province. Thus, Inanda became an important testing ground for an 
international drive towards such tri-sector partnerships. Here, a project evolved 
between eThekwini Water Services, Mvula Trust (an NGO specialising in the 
provision of water to rural communities) and Vivendi Water (one of the two largest 
multinational water companies). The aims and results of the partnership remain 
somewhat ambiguous: much of the time the project appeared more like a period of 
courtship between the main partners, prior to what many hoped would be a private 
concession contract (see Hemson 2003). Tangible results are minimal – amounting to 
little more than a slight change to the municipality’s ground tank system and steps 
being made towards the piloting of a new sewerage system for informal settlements. 
The self-acknowledged principal outcome, however, seems to be the establishment 
of a ‘learning partnership’ (Hemson 2003). In many ways the effects of the learning 
partnership have been more subversive than the presumed effects of an outright 
divestiture; it is here that we see what might be understood as the attempt to diffuse 
a renewed moral and cultural leadership through both the conventional organs of 
civil society and through a more broadly defined ‘produced environment’.  
 For eThekwini Water Services, one of the principal lessons they claim to 
have learnt from Vivendi Water is how to deal with ‘customers’ (Interview Bailey: 
14th February 2003; Interview Macleod 26th March 2003). The language used in both 
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interviews and in the BPD documentation is quite explicit about residents of the 
municipality being customers, and a large part of the BPD seems to have been an 
attempt to re-script citizens as atomised, fee-paying and passive consumers of 
services. Prior to this, eThekwini Water Services has clearly felt compromised in its 
dealings with ‘customers’. Interviewees from both Umgeni Water and eThekwini 
Water Services commented on the political astuteness of the South African consumer 
(Interview Pillay: 11th December 2002; Interview Bailey: 14th February 2003) and 
this seems to have served as both a powerful source of opposition to water 
privatisation and a source of discontent over attempts to introduce cost-recovery 
initiatives (see McDonald and Pape 2002). Locally, the agitation of the Concerned 
Citizens Forum (see Desai 2000, 2002; Interview Macleod: 26th March 2003), the 
higher than average profile given to the Christina Manquele court case that 
challenged eThekwini Municipality’s reading of the right to water (Community Law 
Centre 2001), and the apparent willingness of the council to side with the ‘poor black 
majority’ (Interview Macleod: 26th March 2003; Interview Khuzwayo: 11th April 
2003) – all point to major failings in eTWS’ approach to concerns over high bills and 
serious problems around its ability to impose water meters and disconnect supplies. 
The killing of two disconnection bailiffs is one of the more overt signs of the limits to 
the municipality’s more conflictual approach to imposing charges on poor residents. 
Now, the head of eThekwini Water Services seems to argue for a slightly more 
conciliatory approach to ensuring bills are paid. A two-pronged strategy is, he 
argues, necessary. One prong is to combat the agitation of the social movements 
organising around water issues and win back the support of the council. The key to 
this is to work on the attitude of the Exco, the cabinet committee of the municipality: 

The Exco is a fairly amorphous group. They’re beginning to understand the issues 
and are beginning to understand that some people are not paying for water when 
they could pay. I spoke with a leading representative in the Exco recently and he 
now admitted that there were possibly hundreds or even thousands of households 
who are not paying and should be paying. They’re coming over to our side but then 
we have these ‘Concerned whatever they ares’5 – telling people that all water should 
be free. I’ve got some of their information somewhere. But we’ll deal with this source 
of opposition soon too. (Interview Macleod: 26th March 2003) 

The second prong is to overturn the ‘culture of non-payment’ that he assumes to be 
the haunting spectre at the heart of all problems experienced by eTWS. As well as 
the tighter quantification of supplies referred to previously, the strategy to be 
developed to counter this, lies in the more ‘decentralised’ approach ‘learnt’ from 
Vivendi: 

5 A reference to the Concerned Citizens Forum (see Desai 2002). 
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We’ve learnt a lot from Vivendi….Vivendi have a particularly refreshing approach to 
customer management. At the moment the Metro is communicating a lot with its 
customers but this communication is not working. It’s important to establish a 
person in an area responsible for community liaison. This will lead to more 
empowerment. We’re now thinking of employing somebody working in a [ship] 
container. My hope would be for more private sector involvement of this kind in 
future.  (Interview Macleod: 26th March 2003) 

Perhaps not surprisingly, a representative from Vivendi feels the same, arguing that 
the company’s most important gift lay in fostering this decentralised approach to 
customer management: 

In terms of customer management we favour a more decentralised approach. We 
have been arranging for a decentralised office in the community with a trained 
person from the community working in this. They will handle technical problems, 
explaining bills, general queries and household visits. (Interview LeMaux: 15th April 
2003)

On the surface, this seems relatively unproblematic. An office in the community 
providing people with a space in which to seek information, lodge complaints or 
query bills, is surely vital for the provision of a quality service. However, beneath 
the surface, it becomes clearer that the prime motivation for this decentralised 
approach to customer management is less to answer technical queries and much 
more about ensuring the regular payment of bills: 

It is too easy not to pay for bills though…A form of ‘punishment’, if you might call it 
that, needs to be quicker. And education needs to take place around this issue. 
(Interview Le Maux: 15th April 2003) 

Interestingly, LeMaux emphasises both the coercive and the consensual. Whereas 
previously the municipality had been heavy on the coercive approach to ensuring 
regular payment of bills, provoking both protest and anger (Desai 2002), lessons 
from the private sector on the need to foster consent became available through the 
‘learning partnership’. This has intriguing echoes of the partnership with capital 
represented in the Inanda scheme in the early 1980s. With the channels through 
which the ANC had previously attempted to manipulate consent no longer being 
available (the civics and the ANCYL, were, as we have suggested in an enfeebled 
situation) the local state has worked with the private sector in pioneering new ways 
of reconfiguring residents’ relations with the lived environment. Inanda’s waterscape 
has thereby become the key terrain over which the moral and cultural legitimacy of the 
ANC’s neoliberal turn is both consolidated and contested.
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 Apart from the attempt to shift to a more decentralised approach, the BPD 
project has initiated a flurry of research into the reasons for the persistence of a 
culture of non-payment and initiated various educational programmes prior to the 
installation of new water connections, urging residents to keep up regular payments 
and arguing the case for the necessity of charging. The BPD website states that:  

Within the townships there is a strong culture of non-payment and entitlement, 
stemming from the apartheid-era resistance movement. This low willingness-to-pay 
is proving difficult for the pilot to overcome and impairs cost recovery. (BPD 2004) 

In most cases, non-payment is not a matter of choice but a matter of necessity.6 In 
spite of this, educational visits were aimed at conveying to people ‘the advantages of 
paying’ and the ‘disadvantages of an illegal connection’. Mvula Trust was the 
partner in the BPD project responsible for coordinating educational visits and their 
strategy was one of selecting civic activists to bring this message to the communities. 
In doing this, they gained privileged access to the community. As one of the 
participants, a key civic organiser in the Amatikwe area of Inanda, commented: 

As we knew the advantages and what people would say and think, we were told to 
send the message that this [illegal connections] was not helping plumbers who 
would be employed in the new system, and that there were problems with burst 
pipes and pressure dropping. (Interview T. Ndlovu: 30th January 2003) 

The old civic structures were thus partially rejuvenated in an effort to rework 
hegemony through the political ecology of Inanda. Both recognisable civil society 
institutions and the lived environment of the settlement were brought together in 
the hope of guaranteeing the community’s acceptance of the ANC’s rightward shift. 

Sisondela Kuwe: Getting closer 
In 2003, a second phase of the trisector partnership was launched. This time, it was 
no longer under the umbrella of BPD, involved liaising directly with ‘civil society 
groups’ and was given the isiZulu name Sisondela Kuwe, meaning ‘getting closer’ 
(Interview Le Maux: 15th April 2003). Any vestiges of the partnership being about 
improved service delivery were abandoned at this stage, as the sole focus of the new 
partnership was customer management and overturning the ‘culture of non-
payment’ through the recruitment of local activists and a vigorous education 
programme at the micro-level (Desne 2003). 

6 This was confirmed throughout this research (Community Workshop Bhambayi: 6th March 2003; 
Community Workshop Amaoti: 16th January 2003; Community Workshop KwaMashu C: 10th March 
2003; Household Interviews Amatikwe: 11th February 2003; Household Interviews KwaMashu C: 18th 
March 2003) 
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 The attempt to consolidate a culture of the responsible, bill-paying consumer 
of services cannot, of course, be seen in isolation from other shifts taking place 
within South Africa. Principal amongst these must be the aforementioned Masakhane
campaign. This stretches back as far as 1995, first appearing in the local election 
manifesto of the ANC before being reiterated in its manifesto for 2000. Masakhane 
means ‘build together’: its aim is ‘to inculcate the culture of payment’ (ANC 2000) 
and to reverse what is presumed to be a continuing economic boycott of payment for 
services. As with Sisondela Kuwe, Masakhane is given an isiZulu name to ensure its 
entry into communities is given a level of indigenisation. The intended meaning is 
clear - ‘Zulu culture means payment for services’. Local Masakhane projects vary 
from area to area, with local committees drawing up ideas for street theatre, cartoons 
and billboard or radio adverts. It is difficult to assess the overall significance of the 
projects. Certainly, t-shirts, folders and leaflets bearing the slogan have a high profile 
within communities. And certainly there is a strong desire on the part of people to 
be able to pay bills (Community Workshop KwaMashu C) but this seems to stretch 
much further back than the implementation of the campaign, with few even 
acknowledging a conscious effort under apartheid to boycott payments.  
 Against all the claims on the surface, neither Masakhane nor Sisondela 
Kuwe can therefore be understood as challenges to a genuine culture of non-
payment. Rather they seem efforts to cultivate a moral obligation to pay for what is 
actually unaffordable. In this regard, their aim is to develop broader consent to 
neoliberalism. Ensuring that people pay their water bills is of far less importance to 
the new ANC than cultivating a neoliberal hegemony. Rather like Gramsci’s interest 
in the Taylorist techniques of Fordism creating a new economic being, the pilot 
trisector partnerships in Inanda would seem to be micromanaging service delivery 
in an effort to bring into being a new neoliberal consumer. For Gramsci, writing over 
seventy years earlier, and in a classically dialectical move, rather than finding the 
situation of the Fordist human to be hopeless, he detects new possibilities. The 
routinisation of tasks does not mummify the worker but frees her up to develop new 
ways of thinking about progressive change. Similarly, as we begin to draw this 
paper to a conclusion, we suggest that immanent possibilities lie within the common 
sense view being established in Durban’s waterscape. 

‘Common sense’ and immanence 
When hegemony is at its most effective, people consent to a set of moral and cultural 
norms, not because of a fear of reprisals, nor because they are unthinking, but rather 
because of a genuine attachment to that particular set of ideas, based on an 
agreement with certain core elements of the society (Femia 1981: 38). Part of the 
effectiveness of Stuart Hall’s neo-Gramscian writings on Thatcherism lay in his 
ability to demonstrate the true popular appeal of the ‘authoritarian populism’ of 
Margaret Thatcher (Hall 1979, 1988. See also Barnett 2005). In Hall’s opinion, many 
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of the most disadvantaged people in Britain were deeply embittered by the failings 
of a Keynesian Welfare State. Even though the alternative proposed by Thatcher was 
quite contrary to the vast majority of people’s material interests, support could be 
relied upon through Thatcher’s ability to mobilise popular resentment and exercise 
moral leadership. In the preceding sections, we hope to have shown that the same 
has been made possible through the operation of hegemony in the urban 
waterscape. For this reason, hegemony is more than simply false consciousness. The 
moral obligation cultivated in both Masakhane and Sisondela Kuhle does not simply 
impose a new worldview on unthinking individuals. Rather, both projects draw on a 
deep attachment to the sense that the post-apartheid settlement requires an effort on 
the part of everyone to contribute all they can to reconstruction. This was made clear 
repeatedly in community workshops for this research, as people stressed the 
importance of supporting the provision of basic services by paying for these.  
 Another way in which the post-apartheid government has been guaranteed 
this support (as was also the hope of the apartheid government) is because of certain 
material improvements in the delivery of services. This has gone hand in hand with 
a promise of the right to basic services for all. Thus, the 1996 constitution enshrines 
the right to water for all (Republic of South Africa 1996, 1996, s27.1.a). A 1998 Water 
Act takes this further in making it law (Department for Water Affairs and Forestry 
1998). A clampdown on payment arrears has been accompanied by concessions in 
another area. The citizen-consumer nexus has become fraught with myriad tensions 
as a result. Contradictions abound. Thus, the state will provide some water to its 
citizens for free, on condition that they act as obedient consumers. Importantly, as 
statements from the head of eThekwini Water Services and the Vivendi 
representative make clear, this is not reliant on a citizen-based rights and obligations 
trade-off. Rather it is a complicated negotiation of the citizen consumer nexus. The 
resultant moral leadership is as multiform and contradictory as Gramsci suggests. 
Material outcomes are similarly contradictory. Thus, in the course of this research, 
we encountered schools that had been disconnected for not having paid their water 
bills. We encountered willing citizens approaching the local state in order to request 
that their water supplies be restricted to a bare minimum in order to ensure their 
obligations as consumers are met. 
 What this appears to open up is a starting point for the contestation of 
hegemonic projects somewhat different from that highlighted by most conventional 
Gramscian readings. In countering the spontaneism found in the writings of Rosa 
Luxemburg, Gramsci saw a crucial role for education in counter-hegemonic projects. 
Whilst he was keen to assert that all people are intellectuals, he placed emphasis on 
an elite of intellectuals from within the Communist Party who might be able to work 
within the subaltern classes and cultivate an alternative hegemony that transforms 
the radical nucleus within common sense into ‘good sense’. We would suggest that 
this transformation of common sense is already taking place within Inanda. In a 
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previous paper, we cited a protest taking place in the Amaoti area of Inanda, in 
which residents descended on the offices of the local councillor demanding their 
constitutional right to water (under review). Similarly, whilst participants in the 
research would repeatedly assert the importance of payment for basic services, a 
recurring theme was also ‘where is this free water that we have been promised?’ 
There appears to be a double-movement taking place within common sense that 
opens up new opportunities for a radically democratic politics. As David Harvey 
writes, ‘on questions of rights, the bourgeoisie has created such a maelstrom of 
contradictions on the world stage that it has unwittingly opened up several 
progressive paths towards a progressive and universalising politics at a global scale’ 
(2000: 94). It becomes possible, therefore, to root counter-hegemony firmly within 
the activities of day-to-day people.  
 Even though, in Femia’s terms, ‘Gramsci believed that socialist truth must 
be brought from ‘outside’; it does not spontaneously emanate from the conditions of 
production or from the class struggle’ (1981: 135-136), there is a strong immanentist 
tradition within Gramsci’s work that suggests that the ‘ought to be’ of socialism 
might be found in the present. We would suggest that, by extending the terrain of 
struggle over hegemony to the everyday environments of which people are a part, 
that ‘ought to be’ is more likely to be realised in a democratic fashion by everyday 
people. Thus, in searching for radical possibilities, we would seek to reassert the 
tradition of immanent critique within Gramsci’s work, through bringing it together 
with new left geographical thinking on urban political ecologies. 

Conclusion 
Through developing aspects of a Gramscian reading of hegemony, we hope to have 
shed some light on the politics of one particular informal settlement in post-
apartheid South Africa. We have shown how Inanda became increasingly integrated 
within the urbanised nature of metropolitan Durban and, through this process, how 
it became possible to attempt to establish moral and cultural leadership through the 
lived environment of the settlement. At first, the worldview within Inanda was 
heavily influenced by the power bloc of landlords in the area who remained 
responsible for the provision of basic services. Later, the apartheid state sought to 
reconfigure this relationship as part of its ‘total strategy’ to seek acquiescence to 
apartheid within the simmering peripheral areas of Durban. Here, a new water 
scheme was implemented within Inanda and, as part of this scheme, residents were 
moved from freehold to state-owned land. Such a move would later permit the 
apartheid state to move one step closer to its vision of separate states for those of 
different ‘races’. In a double movement, with the urbanisation of Inanda, new 
sources of opposition developed in the form of the comrades movement and so new 
tools for attacking the apartheid state were developed as payment boycotts were 
organised around the new water services. Through similar mobilisations across 
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South Africa, and in alliance with a broader international movement, apartheid was 
brought to its knees. However, as the African National Congress began to establish 
control of national institutions, it increasingly viewed the autonomous power bases 
in Inanda as a threat. Again, attempts were made to manipulate the political ecology 
of the area around a populist nationalism. Masakhane became a rallying cry, and 
payment for water became one way in which people could show their patriotic 
commitment to the new regime. As the ANC has increasingly sought to re-shape 
basic services along what might be considered to be neoliberal lines, so it has 
attempted to legitimate neoliberalism morally and culturally through people’s 
relationship with the waterscape. Whilst major concessions have been made in the 
form of a free basic water policy, the result for many has been the loss of a supply of 
potable water and a major increase in indebtedness. New tri-sector partnerships 
have developed between the state, ‘civil society’ and the private sector. One of the 
pilot areas for such schemes has been Inanda.  
 We concluded this paper by suggesting that, if successful, such neoliberal 
hegemonic formations will only be temporary. Indeed we saw hope developing in 
the situated knowledges of the waterscape – the praxis of working the waterscape – 
and in the contradictions within the liberal post-apartheid settlement. If urban 
political ecologies have become a terrain over which hegemony is consolidated, they 
also represent a terrain over which that hegemony might be contested. 
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IZIMPILO ZETHU / OUR LIVES 

PHOTOGRAPHY BY WOMEN OF
KENNEDY ROAD, FOREMAN ROAD & JADHU PLACE,  
DURBAN

20 women living in Durban's Kennedy Road, Foreman Road and Jadhu Place 
settlements participated in a writing and photography workshop at Kennedy Road 
Community Hall on 8 and 29 April, 2006. Their photographs and captions are 
featured in the following pages and will also be displayed at various Durban venues.  

The workshops were supported by the Centre for Civil Society and the Centre for 
Visual Methodologies (UKZN) and facilitated by Amanda Alexander, Andile 
Mnguni and Shannon Walsh. 
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1 Nozuko Lulama Hulushe

2 Zama Ndlovu
Igama lami nguZama. Ngihlala emjondolo eKennedy Road. Umgqibelo ulona suku olunzima kubahlali
balendawo. Kungoba umgqibelo ususku okugezwa ngalo izingubo zokugqoka. Abantu bama ulayini belindele
ithuba  lokukha amanzi. Babaliselwa ku 7000 abantu abasebenzisa ompompi abahlanu kulendawo. Ngiyazi
ukuthi akukholeki, kodwa kuyiqiniso. Abantu besifazane namantombazane bathwala o25 litha emakhanda.

Leli hlathi elisemva kwabo lisetshenziswa njengendlu yanga sese ngoba zine kuphela izindlu zangasese
ku le ndawo. Sisebenzisa zona sonke manje uthola ukuthi uma ulayini uma sekusukile lo. Lendawo ayiphephile
ezinganeni naku bantu besifazane. Amantombazane asedlwengulwa njalo. Okubuhlungu ukuthi akukho
onendaba ngalokhu. Ngisho namaphoyisa namakhansela imbala. Umthetho walelizwe awubasizi abantu
abahluphekayo. Abadlwenguli bayazihambela nje. oTsotsi nazo zonke izigebengu zikhululekile, kodwa uma
abantu ongenacala bebhikishela intuthuko eza kancane bayaboshwa.

My name is Zama. I am a shack dweller at Kennedy Road. Saturday is one of the hard days for all the residents
of Kennedy informal settlement because Saturday is known as the washing day. People have to stand in a
queue for hours waiting for their turn to get water. About 7000+ people are sharing five taps. I know it is
unbelievable but this is true. Women and young girls have to carry 25 litres of water on their heads.

The bush behind them is used as the toilet because this community has only four toilets. We are sharing
four toilets so you can’t stand on the queue for the toilet when nature is calling you. This place is not safe for
children and women. Young girls are getting raped more often. The worst thing is nobody cares about that,
neither the police nor the councilor. South African law is against the poor people. Rapists are walking free.
Tsotsis and all the criminals are free, but when innocent people are protesting against slow service delivery
they are getting arrested.

3 Nozuko Lulama Hulushe
Le mijondolo yase Kennedy Road yakhiwe ngamapulastiki nanabhokisi, Ngaphezulu ibanjwe ngamatshe
ukuvikela uma kunomoya.

The shacks in Kennedy Road are built with plastic and boxes on top (the roof is covered with stones to protect
from winds).

4 Nonzwakazi Miriam Sivuku
Lona umama ozikhulisela abantwana bakhe yedwa. Uphuma emsebenzini. Akuve emuhle kodwa cabanga
ukuthi uhamba kulamastebhisi naphakathi kwemijondolo.

This is a single mother. She is on her way to work. She looks so cute but imagine she is walking along the steps
and in between the shacks.
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5 Zodwa Nsibande
Impilo inzima la eKennedy Road, Hhayi nje kuthina esibadala nasezinganeni impela. Izingane zethu azinayo
indawo efanele yokudlala. Zidlala maduze nendawo yokulahlela udoti, okunobungozi kuzo ngoba ayinayo
impilo lendawo ngexa yodoti onobungozi kulendawo.

Yize kuyingozi kuzo ziyazijabulisa ngoba sezisijwayele isimo. Siyazikhalela kuhulumeni nabasisi bakhe
ukuthi basakhele amapaki nezindawo zokudlala abantwana bethu, eziphephile ezingenabo ubugebengu.
Life is too hard here in Kennedy Road, not only for adults, even for children.

Here are our children. They don’t have proper places to play. They are playing near the dumping place which
is very dangerous for them, as well as unhealthy, because there are toxic things in that dumping place.

But even though it is dangerous to them they are happy because they are used to this situation. So we are
appealing to the government as well as his officials to build parks and playgrounds for our children so that
our children can be safe and crime free.

6 Nozuko Lulama Hulushe
Lendoda ya yifuna ukuzi siza ehlathini, kodwa-cha, u Rafique (I phoyisa eli hlala duze ne hlathi) u thi lomhlaba
ngowakhe. Indodda ayikwazi ukusebenzisa ihlathi ukuzisiza.

This man is running to the bushes for nature’s call – to an open space, but no chance! Rafique (local police
officer who lives nearby) is claiming that the land is his. The man can’t use the bushes for relieving himself.

7 Gugu Nthembu
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8 Delisile Goodness Gwala

9 Vuyisiwe Mvula
Lo owesilisa uziphumulele endlini yakhe phezu kombhede. Ngiyawuthanda umhlobiso wakhwa Fruit Tree
osodongeni lwakhe. Umhlobiso ufana njengopende eMjondo. Kahle kahle umhlobiso wephepha wenza izinto
ezahlukene emjondolo. Usetshenziswela ukuhlobisa nokuvikela abantu. Ngoba awuboni ngaphakathi uma
ungaphandle. Emjondolo sisebenzisa iphepha ukuhlobisa. Iphepha liba nezinto ezahlukene njenge Fruit Tree,
Coca-Cola, omango nezithelo.

This gentleman is relaxing in his room, sitting in the bed.  I like the decorating paper on the wall, for Fruit Tree.
You know that wallpaper is like paint in a shack. Wallpaper does different things in the shacks. It is used to
decorate and also to protect people. Because you don’t see inside the house from outside the house. In the shack
we use wallpaper designed with different things like Fruit Tree, Coca-Cola, mangoes and vegetables.
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10 Nozuko Lulama Hulushe

11 Christinah Zizile Ngwazi
Kunodoti oyixhaphozi lamanzi elihamba eduze kwendlu yami. Ngendlela okunuka yona kube sengathi kuqhume
isitamkoko. Kumanje sonke sineTB ngenxa yokuhlale sihogela lodoti onuka kabi kangaka. Omunye wethu
useze wadlula emhlabeni ngenxa yesifuba.

There is rubbish that has settled in a pool of stagnant water that is close to my house. The way it stinks is as if
a sewerage tank burst. Right now all of us have TB because we breathe in all this rubbish that stinks so much.
 One of us has even passed away because of TB.

12 Christinah Zizile Ngwazi
Ngihlala kuKennedy emjondolo. Sengineminyaka eyishumi ngihlala khona kodwa akukho ntuthuko eyenzekayo.
Sixavuza udaka  uma siya empompini siyokha amanzi ibanga elingango 5km. Nalompompi  uwodwa, sima
ulayini omude umasikha amanzi. Isikhathi esingamahora amabili singaphela uzokha amanzi, kakhulu ngesikhathi
 sekubuye abasebenzi emsebenzini, kubancono ngesikhathi sasemini.

I live in Kennedy Road in a shack. I have been living here for ten years but I have seen no progress. We tread
in the mud when we go to the tap to get water which is 5 km away. There is only one tap and so we have to
stand in line and wait our turn. You can wait for about two hours to get water, especially at the times when
the workers are coming home from work. It is better to go during the day.

13 Christinah Zizile Ngwazi
Asinawo amathoyilethi . Siya ehlathini uma sifuna ukuzikhulula. Abanye bethu bazama ukuzenzela amathoyilethi
angenayo impilo. Nami ngase ngibona ukuthi angizenzele elami ithoyilethi kunokuya ehlathini.

We don’t have toilets. We have to go to the bush if we want to relieve ourselves. Some of us try to build ourselves
toilets, but they are unhealthy. I also saw that I had to build myself a toilet instead of going to the bush.

14 Nomvula Mdlalose
Sihlala emijondolo siyanethwa umakunetha, amanzi angene endlini. Lesisithombe  sibonisa indlela esihleli
kabuhlungu ngayo. Eduze kwezindlu zethu kugcwele udoti nomasikito. Isimo lesi esihleli kuso. Indawo
engahlala abantu le? Wena ungahlala nje endaweni enje?

We live in shacks that leak when it rains and the water gets inside the house. This picture shows the terrible
way that we live. Next to our houses there are loads of garbage and mosquitoes. This place we live in is not
suitable for people. Would you live in a place like this?
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15 Nonzwakazi Miriam Sivuku

16 Nonzwakazi Miriam Sivuku
Lapha indawo lapho sikha khona amanzi siphinde siwashele khona izingubo zethu ngamanzi ompompi.

This is the place where we get our water and it is the sink for our washing/laundry; the running tap water.

17 Nolusindiso Ntshangase
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18 Delisile Goodness Gwala
Ho. He ukujabula kimi kuncane isikhathi esiningi esokuhlukumezeka ngikhuluma nje ngiyagulelwa angazi
ukuthi kumele ngenzenjani pho ngingathini nge HIV ngobaphela iyazenzela lapha kimi ngikhuluma nje
ngiphethe izintandane izingane ezingena bani uyadela owaziyo ngalesifo ngoba siyabusa asinqeni umuzi
owodwa sithathe abantu noma bathathu njengami nje ngizwa ubuhlungu ngoba ngo 2003-12-07 sathatha
udadewethu kwabanzima kwabanzima kukhulu ngoba wabe esemncane ku khona esasisakulindele kuye
kodwa akubange ku senzeka ngathi kusenjalo ngo. 2005-01-04 kwaphi nda kwashona ku magcino wakwethu
kwabamnyama emehlweni ami ngoba yena washiya umntwana enezinsunku ezimbili emzele naye uyangihlupha
ngempilo kodwa konke ngikubeka enkosini iyona eyaziyo ngiyakhala ngezingane zakwethu ezithathwe iHIV
ukube nginawo amandla ngabe ngisishaya ngesando lesifo siyiqhawe eshi HIV ngomndeni wami.

Oh god. There are few chances of me being happy in my life. Most of the time I am abused. As I speak to you
now my sister is sick and I don’t even know what to do. So what can I say about this HIV? Because it just does
its own thing. I have orphans as I speak to you. Who knows about this? This disease? Because it can finish the
whole family. Like me, I’m in pain because on 2003-12-07 my sister passed away. It was so hard because she
was young. We are still waiting for something from her. While I was still mourning that on the 2005-01-04 our
last born passed away too. Everything was so dark because my sister left a baby who was only two days old.
And the baby is sickly. But I put all my trust in God because He is the one who knows everything. I am crying
about my siblings who died of AIDS. If I had all the powers I would have destroyed this HIV. It’s HIV that’s
finishing my family.

19 Delisile Goodness Gwala

20 Mildred Chiliza
Ngingugogo ohlala nabazukulu. Sihlala endlini eyodwa encane. Izingane zigula njalo ngoba indlu incane. Indlu
yangasese ila, ikhishi lila. Angikhululekile ngempela. Ngihlala nezingane ezine, siyisikhombisa umasesiphelele.
Uma kukhona okhohlelayo sigcina sonke sesikhohlela. Silala embhedeni owodwa.

I am the granny who’s staying with grandchildren. We are staying in a very small one room house. The children
are getting sick more often because the house is so small. The toilet is here, the kitchen is here. Really I am not
free. I am living with 4 children. We are 7 in total. When one is coughing we all ignite that cough. We are all
sharing one bed.

20



21 Zandile Nsibande
Lena indlu yangasese esiyisebenzisayo la emjondolo yaseKennedy Road. Ibanga uma usuka endlini yami uza
la ngu 2Km. Ngathatha lesisithombe nomfana wami uBongo, ofunda ibanga lesibili ePalmiet Primary. Kunzima
 ezinganeni nabantu abanengculazi ngoba uma ukhishwa isisu kukude ukuya endlini encane. Ngakhoke
izidakwa nesingane ezincane siyangcolisa ngokungcola kwazo.

This is our toilet we are using in our Kennedy Road informal settlement. The distance from my shack to the
toilet is 2 km. I took the photo with my son Bongo, who is in grade 2 at Palmiet Primary.  It’s very hard for the
children and the people with AIDS because when you are suffering from diarrhea; it is too far to go to the toilet.
As a result the drunkards and small children are messing all over their shit.

22 Lungile Mgube
Nawu umndeni kaLungile. Odade wethu ababili, izingane zami ezintathu kanye nengane kadade wethu.

Here is Lungile’s family. My two sisters, my three children and the child of my sister.

23 Nonzwakazi Miriam Sivuku
Lomama ukhulisa abatwana bakhe yedwa. Kubukhuni ukuthola indawo ecreshi. Ugada izingane . Uma egodola
uphumela ngaphandle athamele ilanga.

This is a single mother. She is struggling to get a space in the pre-school/ crèche. She is looking after children;
when it’s cold she went out for the sun.
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24 Nontobeko Ngcobo
Lokhu akuphephile.
Angiyithandi lempilo. Wonke amasonto ingane iyagula.

This is not safe.
I don’t like this life. Every week a child becomes sick.

25 Nozuko Lulama Hulushe
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Introduction and the argument 
Between 1990 and 2005, HIV prevalence rates in South Africa jumped from less than 
1% to around 29%. Combining ethnographic, demographic and historical insights, 
this article addresses the important question posed recently by prominent South 
Africanist scholars:  Was Aids in South Africa ‘an epidemic waiting to happen?’2 To 
date, important responses to this question have forefronted the legacy of colonialism 
and apartheid in order to challenge cultural models that reify an ‘African system of 
sexuality’ supposedly characterised by sexual permissiveness (for instance as 
contained in Caldwell, Caldwell and Quiggin, 1989, for a direct critique see Heald, 
1995). In particular, the work of social historians has brought to attention the ways in 
which racial segregation and male migration fuelled an earlier epidemic of syphilis 
only partially quelled by the introduction of penicillin in the 1950s; moreover, they 
note how the forces of urbanisation, industrialisation, and Christianisation have long 
been argued to have destabilised African family structures (for instance Jochelson, 
Mthibeli, & Leger, 1991; Horwitz, 2001; Delius & Glaser, 2002; Marks, 2002; Phillips, 
2004). These accounts of the social origins of Aids built on earlier groundbreaking 
work on the political economy of health in South Africa (for instance Andersson & 
Marks, 1988; Packard, 1989).  
 But while these political economy approaches destabilise the ‘culture’ thesis 
in vital ways, there is a danger that they too may be interpreted as evidence that the 
scale of the Aids pandemic is almost inevitable—this time not because of culture but 
colonialism, apartheid and industrialisation. In this article I do not question the 
inextricable link between South Africa’s racial form of capitalism and Aids. I do, 
however, draw attention to recent changes in South Africa’s political economy and 
geography of sex that can help to explain the severity of the pandemic. This leads us 
beyond the well-studied institution of male-migrancy which, since the 1940s, has 
become something of a cliché in explaining sexually transmitted diseases and in 
framing scholars’ understandings of the political economy of sex—albeit with much 
merit. Instead, the article forefronts a more recent interconnected set of economic, 
spatial, and demographic trends, namely rising unemployment and social 
inequalities, dramatically reducing marital rates, and the extensive geographical 
movement of women as well as men in contemporary South Africa. These social 
forces are complex and have numerous spatial expressions. But they are manifested 
perhaps most acutely in the country’s burgeoning informal settlements where HIV 
rates are reported to be almost twice as high as they are in rural and urban areas, 
attracting surprising little comment (HSRC, 2002, 2005; Pettifor, Rees, Stefenson, 

2 The title of Shula Marks’ (2002) article in a special edition of African Studies based on the ‘Aids in 
Context’ conference and also a book (‘Waiting To Happen’) based on the same conference and written by 
Reid, Walker, & Cornell (2004). The conference, a watershed event in the study of Aids in South Africa, 
was held at the University of Witwatersrand in April 2001.  
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Hlongwa-Madikizela, MacPhail, & Vermaak et. al, 2004). The article, in putting 
forward these arguments, seeks to direct greater attention to the connections 
between contemporary economic policy and Aids (existing critiques of the adoption 
of neoliberalism in the post-apartheid period include Padayachee, 1998; Bond, 2000; 
Marais, 2001). In rethinking the social and spatial roots of Aids the centrality of 
colonialism and apartheid must not be downplayed. But, by the same token, it is 
vital to note that post-apartheid economic policy has had an—at best—ambiguous 
affect on the trajectory of the Aids pandemic: on the one hand, some interventions, 
including the building of houses and the introduction of a child support grant, may 
have worked to lessen the scale of the pandemic; but on the other hand, the extreme 
poverty caused by rises in social inequalities and unemployment may have served to 
propel the pandemic. Finally, in its conclusion, the article turns to a policy of ‘slum 
clearance’ espoused most enthusiastically by leaders of the province of KwaZulu-
Natal in recent months (discussed elsewhere in this volume). This coercive policy, it 
suggests, could exacerbate the economic and spatial inequalities through which Aids 
is embedded.  
 A few caveats are necessary before approaching such an exploratory 
discussion. First, the complex interactions between race, class, and geography belie a 
single political economy of sex. It is important to state up front therefore that in this 
article I am mainly considering poor South Africans and specifically those classified 
as ‘African’ under apartheid--the primary occupants of informal settlements on 
which I focus my attention.3 Second, I consider in greatest detail the spatial 
movements and livelihoods of women (on related changes in masculinities as a 
consequence of unemployment and inequalities see Hunter, 2005b). Third, although 
these arguments evolve out of extensive ethnography in an informal settlement, the 
article draws mostly from secondary data and is aimed at a broader level of 
analysis.4 Even so, a final caveat must be made—sex and Aids should not be too 
easily equated. Starting with Packard and Epstein’s (1991) important piece it has 
long been argued that racist assumptions exaggerate the importance of sex to the 

3 Although the term ‘African’ is problematic, without recourse to statistics that use the category it is very 
difficult to make arguments about social change. That Aids is not an essential African disease but rooted 
in socio-economic forces—although in more complex ways than has been previously accepted—is the 
main thrust of this article. It is possible that growing class divisions are making Aids less concentrated in 
one ‘race’, and much more work needs to be done in this area, but the recent HSRC (2005) study finds 
infection rates of 13% for ‘Africans’, 1.9% for ‘Coloureds’, 1.6% for ‘Indians’, and 0.5% for ‘Whites’. If this 
is broadly correct, what requires explaining is not only the historical reasons for this discrepancy but the 
socio-spatial dynamics that underpin it today. For a particularly important argument linking race, 
‘premature death’, and geography at a more general level see Gilmore (2002).  
4 This article is based on ethnographic research conducted in Mandeni, KwaZulu-Natal, where I lived 
extensively with a family in Isithebe Informal Settlement between 2000-4, and on secondary and archival 
research. I have refrained from giving extensive background to the study because of space limitations, but 
see Hunter (2005a).  
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spread of Aids and exoticise sexuality in problematic ways (see also Vaughan, 1991 
and McClintock, 1995 on racial tropes on African sexuality).5 In this vein, 
Stillwaggon (2006) has recently argued that the prevalence in Africa of malnutrition, 
parasites, and other infectious diseases--all cofactors of HIV infection--better 
explains the pandemic than sexual behaviour. One must add in the case of South 
Africa the continued importance of race, albeit crosscut now by class in new ways, to 
treatment access (on health inequalities see HST, 2004). While cognisant of these 
debates and the need for more research in this area, the essay seeks to develop 
critical perspectives on the changing political economy of sex; this, it argues, is 
necessary to confront some common misconceptions about the Aids pandemic. 
Despite popular portrayals of African women as passive, immobile, victims—
evoked for example in the recent award winning film Yesterday about an HIV 
positive rural woman--it is clear that most women today are no longer waiting in 
rural areas to be infected by their migrant partners, the pattern of infection described 
convincingly in the 1940s for syphilis (for the classic enunciation of this view see 
Kark, 1949; for a critique of Yesterday see Mbali & Hunter, 2004).6 If President 
Mbeki’s questioning of sex as a mechanism for the transmission of the disease has to 
be seen in part as a reaction to longstanding racialised representations of Africans as 
inherently diseased and promiscuous, it has not yet been challenged by scholarship 
that adequately explores the social context of sex in the post-apartheid South Africa 
(on the South African government and Aids see Robins, 2004). This article argues 
that recognising the shifting intersections and spatiality of race, class, gender and 
sexuality might go some way towards reconfiguring debates on Aids in South Africa 
around a more politically enabling agenda—one that conceives of Aids as a 
symptom of ‘structural violence’ but does not foreclose sex as a mechanism for the 
transfer of HIV (for a broader overview of structural violence and health in sub-
Saharan Africa see Schoepf, Schoepf, & Millen, 2000).  
 In considering the contemporary political economy of sex, this article gives 
particular attention to the connection between economic crisis and the exchange of 
sex for money or gifts. Women’s exchange of sex for money in a variety of locations 
is intricately associated with gendered economic inequalties; recent ethnographies 

5 Aids research has been heavily biased towards studying heterosexual sex and, consequently, we know 
little about the extent to which same-sex relationships are associated with the spread of Aids (for an 
excellent recent history of same-sex relationships in Zimbabwe see Epprecht, 2004). Moreover, the themes 
in this article represent only a partial study of heterosexual sex; I do not for instance look at sexual 
violence (but for a recent piece addressing this from a perspective that gives weight to unemployment 
and the changing household see Niehaus, 2005).  
6 Indeed, in addition to the movement of women, to which I point, studies show that in many cases rural 
based women infect their husbands, and not the other way around. One study of discordant couples 
(where only one partner is infected) in rural KwaZulu-Natal showed that in 4 out of 10 cases it was 
actually women and not their partners who were HIV positive (Lurie, Williams, Zuma, Mkaya-
Mwamburi, Garnett, & Sweat et. al., 2000).  
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from the ‘Third World’ source women’s marginalisation in the collapse of formal 
work and expansion of the informal sector, processes accentuated in many cases by 
World Bank/IMF sponsored structural adjustment programmes (Kempadoo & 
Doezema, 1998; Schoepf, Schoepf, & Millen, 2000; Brennan, 2004). Ethnographic 
research on Aids in South Africa has argued that these sex/money exchanges can 
fuel multiple-sexual-partners, sometimes across large age gaps (LeClerc-Madlala, 
2004; Hunter, 2002; Selikow, Zulu, & Cedras, 2002; for a review of the broader sub-
Saharan literature see Luke, 2003). Quantitative data seems to suggest that this may 
play a part in fuelling Aids: one recent study in South Africa found that nearly four 
times as many women as men aged 20-24 were HIV positive (23.9% compared to 
6%), and that many young women had older partners (HSRC, 2005).7 These sex-
money exchanges should not be mistaken for ‘prostitution’. Rather than short term 
market exchanges, they can endure over time and stretch over space in important 
ways. Moreover, they involve exchanges of obligations that can incorporate money, 
love, sex, and emotion, and can be played out through idioms of men as ‘providers’ 
that are rooted in marriage.8 Through remittances, they can also foster links between 
migrants and their rural ‘homes’.  

Migrant labour restricted Africans from settling in urban areas and forced 
men into long absences from their rural homes. It also reconfigured the sexual 
economy. In urban South Africa, some migrant men, separated from their wives, 
engaged in sexual relationships with a relatively small number of female 

7 A study by Dunkle, Jewkes, Brown, Gray, James, & Harlow (2004) in Soweto also found a positive 
correlation between HIV status and the existence of ‘transactional sex’ (although the nature of exchange 
means that they are rarely positioned as simply money/sex exchanges and therefore difficult to capture in 
quantitative studies). For the argument that the same number of overall partners within concurrent rather 
than serial relationships leads to a considerably more rapid advance of STIs see Morris & Kretzschmar 
(1997) and Halperin & Epstein (2004). This may be particularly important in the case of Aids because HIV 
positive people are most infectious shortly after being infected themselves (as well as at the latter stages of 
Aids). More generally, I am well aware of arguments that sex has either been always easily tradable in 
Africa or thrown into exchange relations as a consequence of the forces of modernity. I believe, however, 
that sex has become material in distinctive new ways over roughly the last three decades. See Hunter 
(2005a,c) for a further discussion. For an excellent review of the often inappropriate use of ‘prostitution’ in 
Africa see Standing (1992).  
8 I draw inspiration from economic anthropologists’ work on ‘the Gift’ that stems from Marcel Mauss’ 
(1925) famous ethnography of Melanesia of the same title. This literature points to how exchanges of gifts 
produces obligations and relations between people, a form of ties usually contrasted to the exchange of 
depersonalised commodities (you exchange money for goods in a fruit market but do not consider from 
whom you bought the fruit, but gift exchange involves reciprocal obligations). For useful discussions on 
‘The Gift’, see Gregory (1982) and Parry & Bloch (1989). For an excellent discussion of gift exchanges and 
intimacy in Brazil see Rebhun (1999). The nature of these relationships is important: while policy makers 
tend to see low condom use in narrow terms of ‘male power’, it is often in affairs between ‘boyfriends’ 
and ‘girlfriends’--positioned as being about love--where men and women are least likely to use condoms 
and in the most commodified relationships, prostitution, where condoms are used the most (for example 
Smith, 2004). 
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‘prostitutes’ (Bonner, 1990; Walker, 1990). These kinds of relationships helped to fuel 
the syphilis epidemic that peaked in the first half of the century. During the course 
of the 20th century, however, several major shifts took place that reconfigured 
connections between wage labour, the rural household, and the sexual economy (I 
look elsewhere at urban areas, see Hunter 2005a). First, the economic situation of 
rural South Africa deteriorated and the rural economy moved from subsidising low 
wages to becoming dependent on urban areas and wage labour (Wolpe, 1972). Men 
became the providers of rural households. But a second change was a dramatic rise 
in unemployment from the mid-1970s that undermined the ability of men to act as 
reliable providers (on the weakening of the marital bond see Niehaus, 1994). One 
noted consequence for the sexual economy was the redistribution of the wages of 
male migrants still in employment, now an elite, through liaisons with women based 
in rural areas (Spiegel, 1981). But it is to the greater movement of women, especially 
to informal settlements, that I give attention; in these spaces some women find 
access to employment and yet the sexual economy can play an important role in 
everyday subsistence. Instead of a geography characterised by circular male 
migration and the building of a rural home, therefore, I give consideration to how 
many rural born women today are engaged in circular movements to informal 
settlements, spaces dominated by densely packed imijondolo (a word that is 
translated into English differently depending on the type and quality of the housing, 
for instance as ‘shacks’ when the building is made principally from paper, wood, 
mud, stones, and corrugated steel or—at the other end of the spectrum—’cottages’ 
when they are made principally from concrete blocks and are rented).  
 Informal settlements have long been part of South Africa’s divided 
landscape but they are given attention because of the way they capture important 
recent economic and demographic changes. These areas have very high HIV 
prevalence rates (the proportion of people who are HIV positive) and, furthermore, 
new data on HIV incidence (the rate of new infections) finds that a disproportionate 
amount of HIV infection takes place within these spaces (HSRC, 2005). Researchers 
estimate annual incidence rates in urban informal areas of 7% as compared to 1.8% 
in urban formal areas, 2.7% in rural formal areas, and 2.7% in rural informal areas. 9
This recent study, as well as an earlier one from the same institution (HSRC, 2002), 
also found the highest reported rates of sexual partners in urban informal areas. Of 
course, sex can only partly explain such large geographical variations in HIV 
prevalence; higher infection rates in informal settlements compared to richer areas 
are in part a consequence of inadequate water, nutrition, and sanitation and the 
general poor state of health in the former. Yet without considering the political 

9 Although the accuracy of the test used to measure HIV incidence has been recently disputed. See 
http://www.unaids.org/en/HIV_data/Epidemiology/default.asp. Thanks to Hein Marais for this 
reference.  
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economy of sex it is difficult to explain why, for instance, HIV rates are much higher 
in informal settlements than in rural areas, both extremely marginalised spaces. 
Certainly, very few residents in my research site, Isithebe informal settlement, have 
any doubt that the dependence of a newer generation of single migrant women on 
men is a major factor driving the Aids pandemic—indeed, in some rural parts of 
KwaZulu-Natal Isithebe is known as a place where people come to find work and a 
place from where they return to die.10 The rest of the paper considers in more detail 
these themes.

Beyond the male migrant: Towards a new political economy and geography of sex  
The archetypal infection route for syphilis in the 1940s, outlined brilliantly by 
Sydney Kark, was the male miner who became infected through an urban prostitute 
and returned to pass on the disease to his rural wife. I relay below very briefly the 
case of Fikile (a pseudonym) that captures a quite different political economy of sex 
outlined in this paper. Fikile is 26 years old and grew up in Melmoth, in Northern 
KwaZulu-Natal. She has two children from two different men. One of these children 
has now died while the other stays with her grandmother in her rural home. 
Throughout the 20th century a growing number of women gave birth out of wedlock. 
But Fikile, like most young women today, has a very low prospect of marrying the 
biological father of a child. Fikile has not therefore moved into a husband’s umuzi 
(homestead), as most women of her parents’ generation would have done. Instead, 
Fikile left the Melmoth area in April 2003. Like many rural women, an informal 
settlement is the first point of entry into an urban area; in her case she moved to 
Isithebe Informal Settlement that surrounds a large industrial park on the North 
Coast of KwaZulu-Natal. Now, she says that she has two boyfriends in Isithebe who 
both give her money and are working. Her main boyfriend/partner supports her 
with food and money, some of which she sends home. She is thus reversing the 
longstanding pattern of men acting as ‘providers’ for rural households. The other, an 
umakhwapeni (secret lover, literally ‘under the armpit’), gives her 50 or 100 Rands 
irregularly. Her main boyfriend does not want to use condoms and she says that she 
trusts him but she uses condoms with the other. Typical of the way that sexual 
relationships can be stretched from rural to urban areas by women’s as well as men’s 
movement, Fikile also sleeps with a boyfriend from home and doesn’t use condoms 
in part because he claims to be her ‘indoda yami ngempela ngempela’ (my man, for real, 
for real) although he is not working and can’t support her. She does washing and 
ironing one day a week, earning R50 ($8). Under apartheid, many women moved to 
towns and survived through the informal sector and sometimes the sexual economy; 

10 Suggestive of the greater risk attached to women’s migrancy, one of the few studies on women migrants 
to urban areas found a positive correlation between migrancy and HIV status (Zuma, Gouws, Williams, & 
Lurie, 2003).  
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but today what is noteworthy is the sheer scale of women’s movement, the absence 
of marriage as a rural alternative, and the very poor opportunities for income 
generation in the informal sector.  

Table 1 draws out in a somewhat crude fashion distinctions between social 
dynamics that can fuel Aids and those that fuelled STIs in the 1940s/1950s.  

Social
Context 1940s/1950s Today

Economic A heavy demand for the labour of 
African men, some demand for the 
labour of African women. Very low 
wages.

Chronic unemployment, especially 
among Africans. Rising class 
divisions. 

Household Marriage is increasingly unstable 
but still common in rural and urban 
areas. Rural households are 
increasingly dependent on male 
remittances.

Growth in the number of 
households, many of which are one-
person households. Rural areas 
dependent on state pension and 
remittances from men and women. 

Geography Men in circular migration patterns, 
some women moving to urban 
areas. Many informal settlements 
‘removed’ by apartheid planners. 

Men and women in multiple 
migration patterns including circular 
migration. Growth of informal 
settlements typified by one roomed 
imijondolo.

Sexuality Some migrant men with multiple 
partners. Some women dependent 
on men in extra-marital 
relationships. Pre-marital 
relationships not, on the whole, 
characterised by exchanges of sex 
for money. 

Many women dependent on men, 
sometimes multiple men, outside of 
marriage. Pre-marital relations 
typified by sex/money exchanges. 

Table 1: Summary of the changing political economy of sex affecting sexually transmitted 
diseases.

The following section tentatively sketches out three dimensions to the contemporary 
political economy of sex, giving attention to significant changes that occurred since 
roughly the 1970s. At this time, the rise of chronic unemployment created new forms 
of social marginalisation and these were deepened by market reforms in the latter 
days of apartheid. Yet the post-apartheid state’s embracing of the market has 
accentuated, and not diminished, the thrust of these trends, even if there have been 
some improvements in housing and other aspects of social policy. Post-apartheid 
neoliberalism, then, is not the sole cause of what I am seeking to describe, and South 
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Africa has by no means undertaken text book neoliberal policies; yet the term does 
capture the unwillingness of the state to intervene more directly to redistribute 
wealth, create employment, and provide basic services. More specifically, I argue 
that three dimensions of the contemporary political economy of sex are important to 
understand: 1) rising unemployment and the marginalisation of women; 2) rapidly 
declining marital rates; 3) the growth in women’s movement often in circular 
migration patterns that pivot around a rural ‘home’.  

1. Unemployment, new social inequalities and the marginalisation of poor women 
The demise of rural areas in the 20th century undermined African women’s 
longstanding role as agricultural producers. South Africa’s racial capitalism left rural 
areas, and wives, dependent on migrating men, at the same time leaving most 
African men dependent on the white-dominated urban economy. But a very strong 
force shaping the structure of poverty in contemporary South Africa was the 
economic crisis rooted in the mid-1970s that heralded the end of several decades of 
rapid growth. From this point, positive per capita growth drifted into negative 
growth and unemployment increased rapidly. The first casualties of economic crisis 
were African men; women continued a recent trend of moving into paid 
employment. A new class of men who had never been formally employed came into 
existence. At the same time, migrant men who were lucky enough to hold secure 
work became a rural elite as they benefited from unionisation and the stabilisation of 
mining employment through the 1970s (Spiegel, 1981; Sharp, 1994).  
 Many argue that market-led economic policy in the post-apartheid period 
have accentuated social inequalities. A recent UNDP (2003) concluded that ‘Income 
distribution remains highly unequal and has deteriorated in recent years’.11

Seemingly shell-shocked by the perceived power of ‘globalisation’, the government 
retreated from an interventionist economic and social strategy to one that stressed 
growth through the market. Rapid trade liberalisation, one element of this broadly 
neoliberal program, dramatically increased wage competition and placed sectors 
such as clothing under great pressure, helping to nudge unemployment up to over 
40% (Nattrass, 2003; Kenney & Webster, 1998). As the formal economy experiences 
jobless growth in the 1990s, women joined men in the ranks of the unemployed. 
Between 1995 and 1999 the number of economically active women (searching for or 
securing informal or formal work within the labour market) increased by 2 millions, 
twice the increase in the female population of working age (Casale & Posel, 2002). It 
was no longer an increased demand for labour that was pulling women into the 
labour market; their entry therefore mostly translated into poorly remunerated and 
highly unstable informal work. Consequently, women’s median income fell sharply 

11 The Gini-coefficient rose from 0.596 in 1995 to 0.635 in 2001. p. xvi. Terreblanche (2002) too argues that 
social inequalities increased from the 1970s and were accentuated in the post-apartheid period.    
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in the post-apartheid period (Casale, 2004). In my research site, Isithebe, a massive 
gender gap in earnings arose; some men in well-paid union jobs could earn ten times 
the wage of women working mostly in clothing factories (Hunter, 2002). Finally, the 
Aids pandemic itself has further accentuated social inequalities, including by 
pushing care responsibilities onto the poorest South Africans (Marais, 2005).  
 But has post-apartheid social spending reversed these negative trends? As 
the government is quick to point out, the state has substantially increased the value 
of the pension and introduced a child support grant that now provides support for 
children up to the age of 14. In many cases, the state pension in particular now 
serves as a vital, if inadequate, replacement for the income of a male ‘breadwinner’, 
continuing a trend that was already in evidence before 1994.12 Some houses have 
been build, a matter I discuss further in the conclusion. But seen against the collapse 
of formal employment in the last three decades these interventions must surely be 
seen as inadequate. Moreover, the political economy of sex is about more than 
simply tracing women’s increasing poverty; as I show sexuality works through and 
is moulded by the changing structure of households and different patterns of 
movement.

2. An unprecedented decline in marriage 
The system of male migrant labour, rooted in colonialism and apartheid, rested on 
the wives of migrants remaining in increasingly impoverished rural areas. This has 
now changed fundamentally as a consequence of a dramatic recent decline in 
marital rates. The transformation, however, has gone largely unnoticed, including in 
the Aids literature. In part this is a consequence of a lack of reliable statistics. But it 
also reflects the broad brush strokes with which African marriage has been painted. 
Going back to the 1930s a number of remarkable ethnographies noted the negative 
effects of ‘cultural contact’ on the African family (Krige, 1934; Hellman, 1948; 
Longmore, 1959). Brilliant in their detail, and undoubtedly capturing a sense of 
change, they fed perceptions that African families were in slow but steady decline. 
Yet more recently, scholars have questioned teleological narratives of ‘family 
breakdown’ (Moore and Vaughan, 1994; Ferguson, 1999; Thomas, 2003; Hunter, 
2005a). Certainly, data collected in urban and rural areas suggested the continued 
centrality of the institution of marriage as late as the early 1980s (Mayer, 1980; De 
Haas, 1984; Ardington, 1988). And as Figure 1 demonstrates, in South Africa as a 
whole, marital rates appear to have fallen only from the 1960s--despite numerous 
accounts of a ‘family breakdown’ prior to this period. Recognising that there was no 

12 Pensions were raised in Feb. 2006 to R820 a month ($130). Their importance to rural homes, even at 
much lower rate, was noted by Ardington & Lund (1995). Child support grant is currently R 190 ($30) a 
month. Both are vital to survival in rural areas, especially for women and, indeed, for the continued 
support of the ANC among the poor.  
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straightforward causal link between apartheid and family breakdown focuses our 
attention, instead, on the seismic changes heralded by the deterioration of formal 
employment. What is significant about the present young generation is that they are 
experiencing a simultaneous collapse of agrarian and wage livelihoods with very 
important consequences for marriage, household formation and sexuality. 
 Many ethnographic studies today reveal extremely low marital rates among 
Africans, especially from the 1980s.13 Statistics on African marriage are more difficult 
to interpret: African marriage is a process and not an event, systems of civil and 
customary marriage co-existed (with different regional administrations), and 
apartheid statistics are notoriously unreliable. Nevertheless, census data support the 
claim that there has been a quite dramatic decline over the last four decades.14 The 
factors behind this decline are complex; they include (until recently) women’s 
increased work prospects throughout the 20th century, and thus their growing 
economic independence from men. But particularly from the mid-1970s, when 
unemployment rose sharply, men’s inability to secure ilobolo (bridewealth) or act as 
dependable ‘providers’ became additional reasons for reduced marriage.  

13 See Denis and Ntsimane (2004) and Hosegood and Preston-Whyte (2003). Family trees taken in rural 
Mandeni, and many interviews, suggest rapidly declining marriage especially from the 1980s, see Hunter 
(2005a).  
14 The simplest way to track changes to marriage would be to scrutinise marital rates. But such figures 
were collected only for Whites, Indians and Coloured groups, leaving marital status, available from 
population census data, as the most reliable proxy when considering African marriage. For a discussion of 
South African data regarding marriage see Budlender, Chobokoane, & Simelane (2004). The above figures 
include civil and customary marriages.  
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Figure 1: Marital Status for Africans over 15 years of age, 1936-2001 
Source: various census statistics. For more details see Hunter (2005a). 

It is important to consider interconnections between unemployment and low marital 
rates, especially among the young. Seekings and Nattrass’s (2002) analysis of income 
stratification, while excluding state benefits, captures the growing gap between an 
increasingly non-racial middle-class and a mostly African underclass. If adjusted by 
age, however, the figures seem even more alarming. Under apartheid there were 
firm racial ceilings that stifled the growth of an African middle-class. African men 
typically depended on core working-class jobs, for example factory or mining work. 
Young people today, however, are not, on the whole, entering these classes but are 
either becoming part of a marginal class or, if they secure good education, an 
emerging upper-class. Today, young South Africans can live side by side but in 
ways that belie the optimistic rhetoric of the ‘new South Africa’: the poor can be 
crammed into informal settlements that might be located adjacent to posh suburbs in 
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which the nouveau rich enjoy the consumer trappings that characterise post-
apartheid success. The first two columns of the following table are taken from 
Seekings and Nattrass (2002), the latter two are added by the author to illustrate the 
connections between class structure and household formation. I give attention to the 
declining social position of African men whose income was central to ‘building a 
home’—a powerful Zulu metaphor (ukwakha umuzi) that captures the processual 
nature of courting and marriage. What is clear today is that most young African men 
and women find it difficult to establish a marital home with any degree of 
geographical and economical stability.  

Class % of all households % of all 
income

Young 
African men 

under
apartheid

Young 
African men 

post-
apartheid

Upperclass 12 45 None Some 

Semi-professional, 
intermediate core 
working class, petty 
traders

48 45 Most Some 

Marginal working class, 
underclass and others 
(including the 
unemployed)

40 10 Some Most 

Table 2: Percentage of househod income by upper, intermediate, and marginal classes. 
Source: Seekings and Nattrass (2002) 

3. Women’s increased movement: from migrating men to moving women?  
Male migrant labour is so dominant an institution in South Africa that it 
overwhelms almost all discussions surrounding migration. Yet for over a century 
Southern African women have moved to towns, informal settlements, and white 
owned farms (Bonner, 1990; Walker, 1990). Brutal spatial interventions by the 
apartheid state, especially ‘forced removals’ and ‘rural industrialisation’, fostered a 
complex set of gendered migration patterns (Platzky & Walker, 1985). The ending of 
influx controls in 1986 and the continued decline of rural production have also been 
noted as driving women’s greater movement today. But I want to suggest that these 
trends interact with a relatively new set of dynamics: the reorganisation of rural 
households into more geographically flexible institutions with an expectation that 
women as well as men will migrate in circular patterns to urban/informal areas. The 
extent of these new patterns of movement has not been captured by national 
statistics (although represented for some time in micro-level accounts by 
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anthropologists (Spiegel, 1995; James, 1999)) in part because of a male bias in 
migration data, outlined below.  
 The most common source of data on women’s migration comes from census 
or household surveys. Together these studies show a rise in women’s migration 
from the seventies but indicate that men still migrate more than women (see Posel & 
Casale, 2003 and Kok, 2003). The limitation of this data is that it defines migration as 
‘absence’ from a home (household surveys) or as a long distance/long term changes 
in residence (census data). In contrast, data collected by the Africa Centre for 
Population and Health Studies in rural KwaZulu-Natal, and drawn upon here, 
appears to show that women move more than men.15 The Africa Centre visits each 
household in a geographical area that it calls the Demographic Surveillance Areas 
(DSA) every four months and counts migration as a change of residence for longer 
than 3 months. Within the DSA’s roughly 90, 000 population, the Africa Centre is 
therefore able to capture shorter term ‘movement’ to and from a place, a pattern 
more followed by women, especially those who leave children in rural areas. Data 
shows that, at the peak age--when men and women are in their early 20s--roughly 6 
out of 10 women and 4 ½ out of 10 men changed residency or ‘moved’. We can see 
immediately that the emphasis on ‘movement’ rather than ‘migration’ forces us to 
challenge quite radically the way that we think about the gendered nature of 
migration/movement. Longstanding methods of measuring migration therefore 
tend to capture very well the movement of men for most of a year into an urban 
area; they describe less well, however, women’s more frequent movements 
backwards and forwards from rural areas.  

Informal settlements, the informal economy, and the sexual economy  
The term ‘informal settlement’, rooted in the language of planners, can serve to 
homogenise what is a diverse spatial landscape. There are many types of informal 
settlements in contemporary South Africa, from squatter camps in urban areas to 
settlements on former ‘tribal’ land. The growth of informal settlements in large 
towns is not always driven by in-migration from rural areas—a theme given 
primacy here--but can result from population movements within urban areas, for 
instance when residents move from overcrowded townships or peri-urban farms (on 
the variety in informal settlements across national and local geographies see 
Harrison, 1992; Crankshaw, 1993; Hindson & McCarthy, 1994). At the same time, the 
recent aggregate growth in informal settlements does capture many of the social 

15 I would like to acknowledge the extent that this section draws from my access to the Africa Centre’s 
data and my interaction with Carol Camlin, Caterina Hill, Kobus Herbst, Vicky Hosegood, & Thembeka 
Mngomezulu. On the construction of the study see Africa Centre Population Studies Group (2003) and 
Hosegood and Timeaus (2005). Detailed exploration of this data, and the relationship between migration 
and HIV, will be published in due course.  
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dynamics that have been neglected in Aids research and are given attention in this 
essay--women’s greater movement, the rise of single person households, the 
reduction in marital rates, and the dependence of many women on informal sexual 
exchanges. The most common housing type in informal settlements are imijondolo (as 
stated commonly translated into ‘shacks’). These structures are also widespread in 
formal townships, where they are sometimes called ‘backyard shacks’. Rooted in the 
uneven provision of formal housing for Africans under colonialism and apartheid, 
informal settlements mushroomed from the mid-1980s following the relaxation of 
influx controls (that sought to restrict Africans from entering towns) and rising 
unemployment (see for example Harrison, 1992; Hindson & McCarthy, 1994). But 
they are not only located in large towns. In fact, the population of Durban, the 
largest urban areas in the KwaZulu-Natal province, is currently increasing by only 
2%, no faster than the population growth of the country as a whole (South African 
Cities Network, 2004). Many informal settlements, such as the one referred to below, 
are growing on the outskirts of smaller towns and women, often wishing to preserve 
strong links with rural areas where a child may be based, can have a strong 
preference for shorter patterns of movement. A second point I want to stress is that 
there is nothing inherent about an informal settlement that places women at risk of 
HIV infection. Since the beginning of the 20th century informal settlements have long 
been known as spaces of poverty and sex exchanges but also as places that allowed 
women a certain independence (for instance Bonner, 1990). Researching in the 1930s, 
Ellen Hellman (1948) noted that the many women who brewed beer (a common 
informal activity undertaken by women at the time) could earn more money than 
men working in the manufacturing industry. But today large conglomerates have a 
stranglehold over beer and other consumer items and this can undermine many 
informal opportunities; what’s more the sheer number of women eking a living in 
the informal sector drives down earnings opportunities (see Rogerson, 1997).  
 During the democratic transition, the ANC heralded the provision of 
housing, perhaps more than any other policy, as having the ability to jump start 
radical economic and social redistribution. But the state took twice as long (ten and 
not five years) to meet its first target of building one million new houses. Some 
scholars blame shortcomings in housing policy on the weakness of the chosen 
mechanism for delivery, namely a market-driven one off capital subsidy system (see 
Huchzermeyer, 2004). But Hempson and O’Donovan (2005) have argued that the 
ANC’s failures around housing are also partly due to the fact that the government 
was dealing with a moving target—despite the building of houses an increase in the 
overall number of households kept the backlog long. Evidence of the proliferation of 
smaller, single, households is strong: from 1995 – 2002 average household size 
reduced from 4.3 to 3.8, driven by a rising share of single households from 12.6% to 
21% of all households (Pirouz, 2004). According to government figures, an average 
of 269 new shacks a day were built between 1996 and 2003, resulting in the presence 
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of 2.14 million shacks in 2003 (Mail & Guardian, 2005). Informal settlements today 
therefore are not only testimony to high unemployment rates and an inadequate 
government housing strategy but to significant demographic trends, namely the 
increase of smaller households not based around a marital bond.  
 In my research area, Isithebe Informal Settlement, on the North Coast of 
KwaZulu-Natal, the ‘tribal’ land at the heart of Mandeni has been transformed into a 
large informal settlement. The apartheid state’s establishment in the area of Isithebe 
Industrial Park in 1971 initiated this change. But since the 1990s the informal 
settlement continued to mushroom despite a decline in formal work in the area from 
around 23 000 to 15 000 between 1990 and 2005. Put simply many people who 
migrated to Isithebe in the 1990s did not find work (see Hunter, 2005a). When I 
asked women and men why they came to an area in which it is difficult to find 
formal employment, I was told that the prospect for informal or formal work is still 
better than it is in rural areas. Women depend on a myriad of informal sector 
activities, from selling dagga (marijuana) to petty trading. But the sexual economy is 
also an increasingly important mechanism for the redistribution of formal and 
informal earnings. I have been told on a number of occasions that women are well 
aware that they will have to depend on men when they arrive in Isithebe but that 
this does not necessarily deter them—with perhaps a child to support in a rural area 
there are few alternative forms of survival. The need to find a place to stay can also 
lead newer migrants to depend on men. Most women who arrive in Isithebe stay at 
first with elder sisters, other relatives, or friends. Living in a small one roomed 
umjondolo themselves, these earlier migrants—the most likely to be in formal 
employment--have told me that they often discourage relatives from staying with 
them for very long, an action that can force women to find alternative means of 
accommodation. Although some women can find work when staying in informal 
settlements, and many men themselves are unemployed or in poorly paid work, 
many women pushed out of rural areas in the 1990s are unable to find work and can 
be forced into dependent relationships on men.  
 Fikile’s case shows quite clearly the ways in which migrant women can 
maintain strong links with their rural homes and engage in relationships with 
multiple partners often for money. Yet ethnographic data from Isithebe Informal 
Settlement suggests that informal settlements are not places of inherent HIV risk. 
Women with reasonably well paid work can sometimes secure housing independent 
of men and enter relationships on their own terms. New women migrants can look 
up to them as role models, seeing independent women as successfully challenging 
patriarchal models of ‘building a home’. Moreover, not all men are able to take part 
in the sexual economy. Many men are desperately poor and complain bitterly about 
richer men who are able to secure multiple girlfriends; in Isithebe, typically men 
with disposable income are those who still work in unionised factories or have 
invested redundancy payments in lucrative ‘male’ informal activities such as 
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running taxis. It is important, however, to distinguish the sex/money exchanges 
described here from ‘prostitution’—an activity that most residents say is rare in 
Isithebe. These sexual networks, while widening women’s ability to make claims on 
resources, are not simply instrumental and have a complex cultural dimension: gifts 
are often enacted in terms of men’s ‘provider’ role, claims can be made through 
evoking ‘love’, and participants frequently discuss sexual pleasure and physical 
attraction. In addition to sex, women provide men with companionships and the 
‘comforts of home’ (White, 1990). It is frequent to hear stories of women having 
material relationships--’one for money, one for food, and one for clothes’—but also 
common to high about love letters and signs of affection. A final important point to 
recognise is that these sexual networks operate alongside—and not in opposition 
to—social networks based on kinship, friendship groups, churches, and neighbors.  
 In many cases therefore sex exchanges do not cause family breakdown, a 
fact that questions the very long association between ‘prostitution’ and ‘social 
degeneration’. On the contrary, remittances from sexual networks can help to foster 
kinship ties. There is an expectation that money will be given by migrating women 
to a rural home, especially if a woman’s child is looked after by other family 
members.16 Earlier scholarship showed how men’s wages were distributed through 
sexual networks in rural Lesotho (Spiegel, 1981) and how rigid conjugal bonds in 
South Africa were being superseded by more flexible sibling bonds characterised by 
reciprocity (Niehaus, 1994). What is different today is the ways in which women’s 
migration further reflects and affects this changing household structure. In a 
situation where marital bonds are no longer common, rural women tend to pivot 
multiple movements around their rural home (sometimes where a child is left), a 
fairly flexible arrangement allowing for women’s frequent movement, the transfer of 
resources through sexual liaisons, and the redistribution of state benefits, especially 
pensions, often through the presence of a rural grandparents, usually a gogo 
(granny). As unemployment bites deeper into society, sexual exchanges and the 
household have been interwoven in new ways. Indeed, without sexual exchanges, 
many of the women-headed imijondolo (roughly shack) households would simply 
not exist.  

16 The Agincourt Demographic Surveillance System based in the North East of South Africa found 
extremely strong links between migrants and their rural homes--60% of temporary migrants 
communicating with the rural home in the two weeks prior to one study (Collinson, Tollman, Kahn, & 
Clark, 2003).
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Housing can help to grant single women some form of economic independence. But the state’s 
housing scheme has been criticised for granting poor quality housing, falling behind targets, 
and building housing away from town centers where economic activity takes place  (photo: 

housing project, Stanger; source: author) 

Discussion and conclusion 
In April 2006, Mike Mabuyakhulu, KwaZulu-Natal’s Minister of Local Government, 
Traditional Affairs, and Housing, boldly declared that he would clear all of the 
province’s ‘slums’ by 2010, the year in which South Africa will host the World Cup 
soccer tournament. In doing so, the minister pitted himself directly against Abahlali 
baseMjondolo - the shack dwellers movement - that had risen in Durban to challenge 
the social conditions of shack dwellers and the slow pace of service delivery (see 
Patel & Pithouse, 2005 and other contributions to this volume). Mabuyakhulu, like 
the government as a whole, fails to recognise the economic and demographic forces 
driving the growth of informal settlements. From 1996-2003 the number of informal 
dwellings rose by 688 000 in South Africa, despite the existence of house building 
projects funded by the state (Mail & Guardian, 2005). A series of social forces--
growing poverty and inequality, reductions in household size, the greater 
movement of women, the decline in marital rates, and the shortage of housing--are 
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geographically manifested in informal settlements. Informal settlements express 
great variety in terms of rates of employment, gender breakdown, residents’ places 
of origin, and types of building structure. But they tend to be occupied by the 
poorest South Africans and, according to available statistics, HIV prevalence rates 
tend to be at their highest in these spaces. In South Africa, they are testimony to the 
failure of economic growth to trickle down to the poor and to a persistent set of 
economic and spatial dynamics that can help to fuel Aids.  
 This article has pointed to dramatic demographic as well as economic 
changes over the last generation, especially reduced rates of marriage. It is important 
to reemphasise, however, that it is not simply low levels of marriage in these or 
other areas that creates a risk of HIV infection but the dependence of very poor 
single women on men and on an informal sector that offers very limited means of 
livelihood. Indeed, single, economically independent, women may have a certain 
amount of social protection against HIV. The building of housing by the state has 
taken place at a slow pace and the houses are of poor quality, largely because of 
fiscal concerns, but the outcomes of this policy are significant. Single women may, at 
times, gain disproportionately from housing projects because the only way a single 
person can apply for housing is of they have dependents, and this tends to favor 
women. But KwaZulu-Natal’s (and other provinces’) reluctance to build houses in 
central urban areas and attempts to remove shacks to the city’s outskirts may not 
only prove impossible to enforce but create new costs and dependencies for women, 
especially through transport expenses. Critically, the policy is another example of 
the failure of the state to even conceive of connections between the economy, gender, 
space, and the Aids pandemic.  
 In the last decade, scholars have undertaken enormously important work by 
pointing to the deep social roots of Aids. Yet the projecting forward of old models, 
typically male-migration, has resulted in researchers overlooking the changing 
economic, spatial, and demographic landscape upon which the Aids pandemic is 
unfolding. Social movements too have not given extensive attention to links between 
economic crisis and Aids. The remarkable success of the Treatment Action 
Campaign in forcing the state to introduce antiretrovirals has not been matched by a 
campaign that links housing, employment, and social equality to Aids—one that 
considers the pandemic as a symptom of ‘structural violence’ with longstanding but 
also contemporary roots. Of course, the links between economic policy and Aids are 
complex. Post-apartheid economic policy has been paradoxical, swinging from 
orthodox neoliberalism in some respects to a more interventionist agenda that 
includes housing projects and increases in state benefits. I have touched on the 
importance of housing but will add the importance of state benefits, particularly the 
child support grant and the pension. They are not an alternative to policies that 
create employment but they are vital to lifting women out of the sexual economy. 
These connections and others must be teased out and emphasised if prevention 
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campaigns are to resonate with the social conditions in which many South Africans 
live. Although Aids is sourced in colonialism and apartheid, the scale of the impact 
of South Africa’s Aids pandemic was not inevitable; arguably its trajectory has been 
worsened by continued social and geographical divisions in the post-apartheid 
period.

References 
Africa Centre Population Studies Group. (2003). In Chiweni E. Chimbwete, AJ Herbst (Ed.), 

Socio-demographic and health events 2000. Mtubatuba: Africa Centre.  
Andersson, N., & Marks, S. (1988). Apartheid and health in the 1980s. Social Science and 

Medicine, 27(7), 667-681.
Ardington, E. (1988). Nkandla revisited: A longitudinal study of the strategies adopted to 

alleviate poverty in a rural community. Centre for Social and Development Studies. 
University of Natal. Working Paper no.16.

Ardington, E., & Lund, F. (1995). Pensions and development: Social security as 
complementary to programmes of reconstruction and development. Development 
Southern Africa, 12(4).

Bond, P. (2000). Elite transition : From apartheid to neoliberalism in South Africa. London: Pluto 
Press.  

Bonner, P. (1990). 'Desirable or undesirable Basotho women?' liquor, prostitution and the 
migration of Basotho women to the Rand, 1920-1945. In C. Walker (Ed.), Women and 
gender in southern Africa to 1945 (pp. 221-250). Cape Town: David Philip.  

Brennan, D. (2004). What's love got to do with it? : Transnational desires and sex tourism in the 
dominican republic. Durham, N.C. ; London: Duke University Press.  

Buanews. (2006). KZN Considers anti-slum law. April 21 (accessed via All.Africa.com on 
April 25).  

Budlender, D., Chobokoane, N., & Simelane, S. (2004). Marriage patterns in South Africa. 
methodological and substantitive issues. Southern African Journal of Demography, 9(1), 
1-26.

Caldwell, J., Caldwell, P., & Quiggin, P. (1989). The social context of AIDS in sub-saharan 
Africa. Population and Development Review, 15(2), 185-234.  

Casale, D. (2004). What has the feminisation of the labour market bought women in South 
Africa? trends in labour force participation, employment and earnings, 1995-2001.
Development Policy Research Unit (Cape Town) Working Paper, 04 (84). 

Casale, D., & Posel, D. (2002). The continued feminisation of the labour force in South Africa: 
An analysis of recent data and trends. The South African Journal of Economics, 70(1),
168-195.

Collinson, M., Tollman, S., Kahn, K., & Clark, S. (2003). Highly prevalent circular migration: 
Households, mobility and economic status in rural South Africa. Paper Prepared for 
Conference on African Migration, Johannesburg, 4-7 June.

Crankshaw, O. (1993). Squatting, Apartheid and Urbanisation on the Southern 
Witwatersrand. African Affairs, 92, 31-51.  

De Haas, M. (1984). Changing patterns of black marriage and divorce in Durban. Thesis 
(M.Soc.Sc.-Social Anthropology) University of Natal, Durban. 



RESEARCH REPORTS 2006: VOLUME 1 165

Delius, P., & Glaser, C. (2002). Sexual socialisation in South Africa: A historical perspective.
African Studies, 61(1), 27-54.

Denis, P., & Ntsimane, R. (2004). Absent fathers: Why do men not feature in stories of families 
affected by HIV/AIDS in KwaZulu-Natal. Paper Presented to the Masculinities 
Symposium, University of Witwatersrand, 5-7 September.  

Dunkle, K., Jewkes, R., Brown, H., Gray, M., James, & Harlow, S. (2004). Transactional sex 
among women in Soweto, South Africa: Prevalence, risk factors and association with 
HIV infection. Social Science and Medicine, 59(8), 1581-1592.  

Epprecht, M. (2004). Hungochani : The history of a dissident sexuality in southern Africa. Montréal, 
QC: McGill-Queen's University Press.  

Ferguson, J. (1999). Expectations of modernity : Myths and meanings of urban life on the Zambian 
copperbelt. Berkeley: University of California Press.  

Gilmore, R. W. (2002). Fatal couplings of power and difference: Notes on racism and 
geography. The Professional Geographer, 54(1), 15-24.  

Gregory, C. A. (1982). Gifts and commodities. London: Academic Press.  
Halperin, D., & Epstein, H. (2004). Concurrent sexual partnerships help to explain Africa's 

high HIV prevalence: Implications for prevention. The Lancet, July 3, 4-6.  
Harrison, P. (1992). The policies and politics of informal settlement in South Africa: A 

historical perspective. Africa Insight, 22(1), 14-22.  
Heald, S. (1995). The power of sex: Some reflections on the Caldwells' 'African sexuality' 

thesis. Africa, 65, 489-505.  
Health Systems Trust. (2004). South African health review, 2003/4. Durban: Health Systems 

Trust.
Hellman, E. (1948). Rooiyard A sociological survey of an urban native slum yard Cape Town: 

Oxford University Press.  
Hempson, D., & O’Donovan, M. (2005). Putting numbers to the scorecard: presidential targets 

and the state of delivery. In S. Buhlungu,  J. Daniel, R. Southall, & J. Lutchman (Eds.)
State of the nation: South Africa 2005-6. Pretoria: HSRC Press.  

Hindson, D., & McCarthy, J. (1994). Here to stay : Informal settlements in KwaZulu-Natal.
Dalbridge, South Africa: Indicator.  

Horwitz, S. (2001). Migration and HIV/AIDS: A historical perspective. South African Historical 
Journal, 45, 103-123.  

Hosegood, V., & Timaeus, I. (2005). Household composition and dynamics in KwaZulu-Natal, 
South Africa: Mirroring social reality in longitudinal data collection. In E. van der 
Walle (Ed.), African households. Illinois: University of Illinois Press.  

Hosegood, V., & Preston-Whyte, E. (2003). Marriage and partnership patterns in rural 
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Paper Presented to Population Association of America on 
the Social Consequences of AIDS, May 8-12. 

Huchzermeyer, M. (2004). Unlawful occupation : Informal settlements and urban policy in South 
Africa and brazil. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.  

Human Science Research Council. (2005). South African national HIV prevalence, HIV incidence, 
behaviour and communication survey. Cape Town: HSRC Press.  

Human Science Research Council. (2002). Nelson Mandela/HSRC study of AIDS. Cape Town: 
HSRC.



CENTRE FOR CIVIL SOCIETY 166

Hunter, M. (2005a). Building a Home: Unemployment, Intimacy, and Aids in South Africa. 
PhD Thesis, Department of Geography, University of California at Berkeley.  

Hunter, M. (2005b). Cultural politics and masculinities: Multiple-partners in historical 
perspective in KwaZulu-Natal. Culture, Health, and Sexuality, 7(4), 389-403.  

Hunter, M. (2005c). Courting desire?: Love and intimacy in late 19th century and early 20th

century KwaZulu-Natal’. Passages, University of Michigan,< 
www.hti.umich.edu/p/passages/> June

Hunter, M. (2002). The materiality of everyday sex: Thinking beyond ‘prostitution’. African 
Studies, 61(1), 99-120.  

James, D. (1999). Songs of the women migrants : Performance and identity in South Africa.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press for the International African Institute.  

Jochelson, K., Mthibeli, M., & Leger, J. (1991). Human immunodeficiency virus and migrant 
labour in South Africa. International Journal of Health Services, 21(1), 157-173.  

Kark, S. (1949). The social pathology of syphilis in Africans. South African Medical Journal, 23,
77-84.

Kempadoo, K., & Doezema, J. (1998). Global sex workers : Rights, resistance, and redefinition. New 
York: Routledge.  

Kenny, B., & Webster, E. (1998). Eroding the core: Flexibility and the resegmentation of the 
South African labour market. Critical Sociology, 24(3).  

Krige, E. (1936). Changing conditions in marital relations and parental duties among 
urbanised natives. Africa, 1, 1-23.  

LeClerc-Madlala, S. (2003). Transactional sex and the pursuit of modernity. Social Dynamics, 
29(2), 213-233.  

Longmore, L. (1959). The dispossessed : A study of the sex-life of bantu women in urban areas in and 
around Johannesburg. London: J. Cape.  

Luke, N. Age and economic asymmetries in the sexual relationships of adolescent girls in sub-
saharan africa. Studies in Family Planning, 34(2), 67-86.  

Lurie, M., Williams, B., Zuma, K., Mkaya-Mwamburi, D., Garnett, G., & Sweat, M. et. al. 
(2000). Who infects whom? HIV-1 concordance and discordance among migrants 
and non-migrant couples in South Africa. AIDS, 17, 2245-2252.  

Mail & Guardian. (2005). The rise and rise of South Africa’s shacks. Jan 6, 2006.  
Marais, H. (2005). Buckling. The Impact of Aids in South Africa. Pretoria: University of 

Pretoria.  
Marais, H. (2001). South Africa, limits to change : The political economy of transformation. London: 

Zed.
Marks, S. (2002). An epidemic waiting to happen? the spread of HIV/AIDS in South Africa in 

social and historical perspective. African Studies, 61(1), 13-26.
Mauss, M. (1989). The gift : The form and reason for exchange in archaic societies. London: 

Routledge.
Mayer, P. (1980). Black villagers in an industrial society : Anthropological perspectives on labour 

migration in South Africa. Cape Town ; New York: Oxford University Press.  
Mbali, M., & Hunter, M. (2004). Yesterdayâ€™s stereotypes are a thing of the past. Sunday 

Tribune, October 11.
McClintock, A. (1995). Imperial leather : Race, gender, and sexuality in the colonial conquest. New 

York ; London: Routledge.  



RESEARCH REPORTS 2006: VOLUME 1 167

Moore, H., & Vaughan, M. (1994). Cutting down trees : Gender, nutrition, and agricultural change 
in the northern province of Zambia, 1890-1990. Portsmouth, NH; London: Heinemann; 
Currey.  

Morris, M., & Kretzschmar, M. (1997). Concurrent partnerships and the spread of AIDS. AIDS, 
11, 681-683.  

Nattrass, N. (2003). The state of the economy: A crisis of employment. In J. Daniel, A. Habib & 
R. Southall (Eds.), State of the nation. South Africa 2003-4 (pp. 141-157). Cape Town: 
HSRC Press.  

Niehaus, I. (2005). Masculine domination in sexual violence: Interpreting accounts of three 
cases of rape in the South African lowveld. In G. Reid, & L. Walker (Eds.), Men 
behaving differently. South African men since 1994 (pp. 65-88). Cape Town: Double 
Storey Books.  

Niehaus, I. (1994). Disharmonious spouses and harmonious siblings: Conceptualising 
household formation among urban residents in QwaQwa. African Studies, 53(1), 115-
135.

Packard, R., & Epstein, P. (1991). Epidemiologists, social scientists, and the structure of 
medical research on AIDS in africa. Social Science and Medicine, 33(7), 771-794.  

Packard, R. M. (1989). White plague, black labour : Tuberculosis and the political economy of health 
and disease in South Africa. Berkeley: University of California Press.  

Padayachee, V. (1998). Progressive academic economists & the challenge of development in 
south africa's deade of liberation. Review of African Political Economy, 25(77), 431-451.  

Parry, J., & Bloch, M. (1989). Money and the morality of exchange. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.  

Patel, R., & Pithouse, R. (2005). The third nelson mandela. <http://www.Voiceoftheturtle.Org> 
Accessed Jan, 05, 2005., 

Pettifor, A., Rees, H., Stefenson, A., Hlongwa-Madikizela, L., MacPhail, C., & Vermaak, K. et 
al. (2004). HIV and sexual behaviour aming young South Africans: A national survey of 15-
24 years olds. Pretoria: Department of Health.  

Phillips, H. (2004). HIV/AIDS in the context of South Africa's epidemic history. In K. 
Kauffman, & D. Lindauer (Eds.), Aids and South Africa. the social expression of a 
pandemic (pp. 31-47). Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.  

Pirouz, F. (2004). Have labour market outcomes affected household structure in South Africa? 
A preliminary descriptive analysis of households. Paper for Conference on African 
Development and Poverty Reduction, Cape Town, October 13-15. 

Platzky, L., & Walker, C. (1985). The surplus people : Forced removals in South Africa.
Johannesburg: Ravan Press.  

Posel, D., & Casale, D. (2003). What has been happening to internal labour migration in South 
Africa, 1993-1999? The South African Journal of Economics, 71(3), 455-479.  

Rebhun, L. (1999). The heart is unknown country : Love in the changing economy of northeast brazil.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.  

Reid, G., Walker, L., & Cornell, M. (2004). Waiting to happen: HIV/Aids in South Africa . Boulder, 
Colo: Lynne Rienne.  

Robins, S. (2004). 'Long live Zackie, long live': Aids activism, science and citizenship after 
apartheid. Journal of Southern African Studies, 30(3), 651-672.  



CENTRE FOR CIVIL SOCIETY 168

Rogerson, C. (1997). Globalisation or informalisation? African urban economies in the 1990s. 
In C. Rakodi (Ed.), The urban challenge in Africa. growth and management of its large 
cities. Tokyo: United Nations University Press.  

Schoepf, B., Schoepf, C., & Millen, J. (2000). Theoretical therapies, remote remedies: SAPs and 
the political ecology of poverty and health in Africa. Dying for growth. global inequality 
and the health of the poor (pp. 91-126). Monroe, Maine: Common Courage Press.  

Seekings, J., & Nattrass, N. (2002). Class, distribution and redistribution in post-apartheid 
South Africa. Transformation, 50, 1-30.  

Selikow, T., Zulu, B., & Cedras, E. (2002). The ingagara, the regte and the cherry. HIV/AIDS 
and youth culture in contemporary urban townships. Agenda, 53, 22-32.  

Sharp, J. (1994). A world turned upside down: Households and differentiation in a South 
African bantustan in the 1980s. African Studies, 53(1), 71-88.  

Smith, D. (2004). Premarital sex, procreation and HIV risk in Nigeria. Studies in Family 
Planning, 35(4), 223-235.  

South African Cities Network. (2004). State of the Cities Report 2004. Johannesburg: South 
African Cities Network.  

Spiegel, A. (1995). Migration, urbanisation and domestic fluidity: Reviewing some South 
African examples. African Anthropology, II(2), 90-113.  

Spiegel, A. (1981). Changing patterns of migrant labour and rural differentiation in Lesotho.
Social Dynamics, 6(2), 1-13.  

Standing, H. (1992). AIDS: Conceptual and methodological issues in researching sexual 
behaviour in sub-saharan africa. Social Science and Medicine, 34(5), 475-483.  

Stillwaggon, E. (2006). AIDS and the ecology of poverty. Oxford ; New York: Oxford University 
Press.  

Terreblanche, S. (2002). A history of inequality in South Africa: 1652-2002. Pietermaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press.  

Thomas, L. M. (2003). Politics of the womb : Women, reproduction, and the state in Kenya. Berkeley, 
Calif. ; London: University of California Press.  

United Nations Development Programme. (2003). South Africa human development report 2003.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Vaughan, M. (1991). Curing their ills : Colonial power and African illness. Stanford: Stanford 
University Press.  

Walker, C. (1990). Gender and the development of the migrant labour system c. 1850-1930: An 
overview. In C. Walker (Ed.), Women and gender in southern Africa to 1945 (pp. 168-
196). Cape Town: David Philip.  

White, L. (1990). The comforts of home : Prostitution in colonial Nairobi. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press.  

Wolpe, H. (1972). Capitalism and cheap labour power in South Africa: From segregation to 
apartheid. Economy and Society, 1(4): 425-456. 

Zuma, K., Gouws, E., Williams, B., & Lurie, M. (2003). Risk factors for HIV infection among 
women in carletonville, South Africa: Migrationm, demography and sexually 
transmitted diseases. International Journal of STD & AIDS, 14, 814-817.



RESEARCH REPORTS 2006: VOLUME 1 169

A LONG HISTORY: CIVIL SOCIETY, POLLUTION AND THE 
WENTWORTH OIL REFINERY1

CENTRE FOR CIVIL SOCIETY RESEARCH REPORT NO.45 
STEPHEN SPARKS 
UNIVERSITY OF KWAZULU-NATAL AND UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN  
991236888@UKZN.AC.ZA 

The Centre for Civil Society publishes and distributes regular peer reviewed 
research reports in order to stimulate debate and reflection in civil society. Most of 
these research reports are work in progress and are later formerly published in 
academic books and journals although some are republished with permission.We 
publish work from a range of ideological perspectives and the views presented in 
these research reports are not necessarily those of the Centre. Some of the reports are 
the outcome of research funded by the Centre but many have been researched and 
written with complete independence from the Centre. All the Centre's research 
reports and other publications are available online at http://www.ukzn.ac.za/ccs. 
Hard copies of these reports can, on request, be posted to university and other 
libraries in the global south at no cost. 

ISBN No: 1-86840-635-0 

1 Because of it’s complicated history of ownership and name changes (see footnote 12), in this report I 
sometimes refer to the oil refinery currently operated by the Engen Petroleum Refining Company (Pty) 
Ltd in south Durban as the ‘Wentworth oil refinery’. This has the added benefit of rooting the plant in its 
geographic location as well as being suggestive of the relationship between it and the adjacent residential 
community of Wentworth. 
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This report aims to historicise post-Apartheid civic mobilisation against pollution 
associated with oil refining in south Durban. There has been a tendency to 
mythologise this mobilisation, seeing it as the embodiment of a new local resistance 
to globalisation and the ANC government’s adoption of what has been characterised 
as ‘neoliberal’ economic policies.2 Certainly, south Durban represents an important 
test case for post-Apartheid South Africa, juxtaposing major multinational 
petrochemical industries and residential neighbourhoods with histories of forced 
removals during Apartheid.3 The continued experience of pollution associated, in 
particular, with the ‘big 3’ industrial complexes in the area (Mondi, Sapref and 
Engen), has led to increasing frustration and anger among residents about perceived 
political complicity with environmental abuses by oil companies.4

The report begins by showing that mobilisations against refinery pollution 
in south Durban have much longer histories than recent debates in South Africa 
about ‘neoliberalism’ and ‘environmental justice’, and that these histories contain 
valuable lessons for present struggles, which have tended to be suppressed by 
‘environmental racism’ discourses deployed by contemporary activists, civic 
organisations and academic accounts.5 My critique does not challenge the general 
contours of the arguments which have been made about the iniquitous effects of 
‘environmental racism’ in South African history and the present, but rather argues 
that we need to be alert to the lessons contained in the histories which simplistic 
‘environmental racism’ discourses (whether employed by activists or academics) 
suppress.  

2 For a critique of this tendency with specific reference to Wentworth see Allan Moolman ‘Living up to the 
myth: Community engagement for social change’ Centre for Civil Society, 2004. Available at 
www.ukzn.ac.za/ccs 
3 For a valuable account of post-Apartheid mobilisations against pollution in south Durban see D. Wiley, 
Root, C. and Peek, S. ‘Contesting the urban industrial environment in south Durban in a period of 
democratisation and globalisation’. in (D)urban Vortex: South African City in Transition. Freund, B. and 
Padayachee, V. (Ed.) Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 2002.  
4 These have been compounded by tensions caused by high levels of unemployment, the increase of 
itinerant subcontract labour and labour brokering associated with the local refineries. For an excellent 
study of some of the civic responses to these pressures in Wentworth and Merebank see Sharad Chari 
‘Political Work: The Holy Spirit and the Labours of Activism in the Shadows of Durban’s Refineries’ 
Research Report No 30 in From Local Processes to Global Forces; Centre for Civil Society Research Reports: 
2005, Volume 1, 2-3. 
5 For allusions to the role of ‘environmental racism’ in South African history see for instance The 
groundWork Report 2004 ‘The Balance of Rights - Constitutional promises and struggles for 
environmental justice’, 41. Available at http://www.groundwork.org.za. See also Dianne Scott ‘’Creative 
Destruction' - Early Modernist Planning in the South Durban Industrial Zone, South Africa’ in Journal of 
Southern African Studies, Volume 29, No.1, March 2003, 258 and Greg Ruiters ‘Environmental racism and 
justice in South Africa’s transition’ in Politikon, (2001), 28(1), 95–103. For an overview of South Africa’s 
nascent ‘environmental justice’ movement see Jacklyn Cock ‘Connecting the red, brown and green: the 
environmental justice movement in South Africa’. Available at www.ukzn.ac.za/ccs 
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 The report attempts to weave together these histories of civic mobilisation 
against pollution in south Durban, focusing on South Africa’s first oil refinery at 
Wentworth.6 In so doing, the report tries to draw a connecting line between earlier 
and later mobilisations – though not in an attempt to equate them – for the historical 
contexts and motivations behind the protests, despite similarities, are very different. 
Landowner interests have played an important part in mobilisations against 
pollution on the Bluff and in the wealthier parts of Merebank, while Wentworth’s 
mobilisations appear to be more unambiguously rooted in grievances related to the 
perceived persistence of injustice in a post-Apartheid context. Rather, I argue that 
environmental racism and its iniquitous effects in south Durban did not merely arise 
out of official and corporate indifference, but was in fact a by-product of the power 
of a white civic culture itself concerned with the polluting effects of oil refining in 
the area. It thus illustrates the negative consequences of South Africa’s legacy of 
racialised civil society. This history would also leave its mark in what I characterise 
as the bureaucratisation of environmental politics in South Africa and the 
development of a weak localised system of environmental regulation which has only 
recently begun to be reformed. The report argues for an appreciation of the 
productive, ontological and suppressive power of the various (landowner, layman, 
technocratic, community, environmental racism) discourses which have been 
employed by the state, petro-capital, civic organisations and activists in relation to 
pollution in south Durban throughout the last half century.  
 The report suggests that in spite of some of the more cynical recent critiques 
of post-Apartheid, ‘neoliberal’ South Africa, there have been very real positive
changes in south Durban in terms of the political configuration of relationships 
between residents, petro-capital and the (local and central) state.7 Through vigilant 
and determined civic mobilisation and activism, those who previously enjoyed little 
or no purchase on the bureaucrats and politicians in city hall and Pretoria have 

6 The report draws on archival records housed in the Engen refinery library, together with accounts 
produced by key civic organisations in the area. The reliance on company records is obviously not 
without its problems, though I believe that these are counterbalanced by insights gauged from analysing 
the refinery’s view of the changing world outside its gates. Another important epistemological issue of 
which I am acutely aware is my general privileging of organisational mobilisation over other, less 
formalised expressions of concern about pollution. 
7 There is an increasingly voluminous literature addressing the reasons for the apparent persistence of 
inequality and injustice in post-Apartheid South Africa and the associated rise of ‘social movements’ 
mobilising in response to this. The bulk of the accounts have blamed the ANC government’s adoption of 
the Growth, Employment and Redistribution Strategy (GEAR) which they characterise as a ‘neoliberal’ 
policy, serving the interests of international and domestic capital over and above those of the poor and 
working classes in South Africa. A selection of key texts include: A. Desai We Are the Poor’s: Community 
Struggles in Post-Apartheid South Africa, Monthly Review Press, New York, 2002; P. Bond Talk Left Walk 
Right Pietermartizburg: University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2004;  P. Bond Elite Transition. From Apartheid 
to Neoliberalism in South Africa, University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg, 2000. A number of other 
important contributions to this literature can be found at www.ukzn.ac.za/ccs 



CENTRE FOR CIVIL SOCIETY 172

seized the opportunities presented by the end of Apartheid, demanding a translation 
of the promises of constitutionally embedded ‘environmental’ rights into tangible 
improvements such as emission reductions. As Jacklyn Cock has argued this kind of 
post-Apartheid ‘environmental justice’ campaigning is less about ‘the environment’ 
than it is about health and rights more generally.8 As we will see, petro-capital has 
been forced to take notice.  

Civic beginnings… 
From the close of the 19th century some of the wealthier White and Indian 
landowners living in south Durban mobilised civic organisations employing often 
racialised public health discourses, targeted at indigent Indians and Africans who 
were regarded as a threat in this ‘insanitary’ space on Durban’s periphery. These 
conditions represented one of the chief justifications for the incorporation of large 
parts of south Durban into the municipal boundaries in 1932, though the Durban 
municipality’s overriding concern was undoubtedly acquiring the power to shape 
industrial development in the area. 9
 The succeeding decades would see the creation of a racially segmented 
residential landscape in the area, together with the intensive development of 
contiguous petrochemical industry. The Durban municipality’s fixation with ‘slum’ 
conditions, coupled with the desire for the reproduction of cheap, semi-skilled 
labour in the area lay behind initial ‘slum’ clearances and land expropriations. ‘Re-
housing’ in housing schemes began in the 1940s, accelerating in the 1950s with 
Group Areas removals, through to their completion in the early 1970s.10

 From the late 1940s Indians living at Merebank and Wentworth waged civic 
battles with the municipality over land expropriation, housing and the payment of 
rates for services which rarely materialised. Newspaper accounts and a handful of 
letters written by some of these landowners indicate increasing cynicism towards the 
municipality’s interventions in south Durban.11 Expropriation of land and 
demolition of homes in the name of new housing and healthier living conditions 
came to be seen as a cover for industrial expansion in the area.12 The establishment 

8 See Jacklyn Cock ‘Connecting the red, brown and green’, 2. 
9 See Stephen Sparks ‘’Playing at Public Health’: The Search for Control in South Durban, 1860-1932’ in
Journal of Natal and Zulu History, Volume 20: 2002.  
10 Dianne Scott ‘Communal Space Construction: The rise and fall of Clairwood and District’ PhD thesis, 
University of Natal, Durban, 1994. 
11 ‘Dismay at Demolitions’ The Leader April 15, 1954; ‘Merebank Meeting: Expropriation Fears’ The Leader
October 12, 1956; ‘Objection to New Industry: Merewent has had enough of unpleasant odours’ The Leader
October 16, 1964. Durban Archives Repository (TBD) Durban Town Clerk Files (3/DBN) 4/1/4/130 Vol. 
2, 39C P. Raidoo Hon Secretary Durban Combined Indian Ratepayers Association to Town Clerk, Durban, 
27 February, 1952. 
12 ‘Merebank Meeting: Expropriation Fears’ The Leader October 12, 1956; ‘Objection to New Industry: 
Merewent has had enough of unpleasant odours’ The Leader October 16, 1964.  
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of South Africa’s first oil refinery at Wentworth in 1954 by the Standard Vacuum Oil 
Refinery (Stanvac) became a symbol of the negligence of the Durban City Council 
amongst Indians living at Merebank and Wentworth.13 It was against this backdrop 
that Indian landowners in the area attempted (unsuccessfully) to resist the attempts 
by the Standard Vacuum Oil Company of South Africa (Pty) Ltd to get control of 
land in south Durban for its refinery.14

 Already hemmed in by Stanvac and the recently completed Sapref refinery 
at Reunion, in the mid 1960s residents of the Merebank and Wentworth housing 
schemes objected to the establishment of a third major industry in the area by 
Mondi. The Merewent Ratepayers Association (M.R.A.) took up the issue with the 
municipality.15 The M.R.A. became the chief civic body in Merebank after a dispute 
with its rival, the old Merebank Indian Ratepayers Association (M.I.R.A) over what I 

13 ‘Indian homes demolished’ The Leader March 5, 1954. The Wentworth refinery was built by the Standard 
Vacuum Oil Company, which was a product of the U.S Supreme Court anti-trust action of 1911, which 
splintered the original Rockefeller oil empire – the Vacuum Oil Company – into a series of different (but 
similarly named) companies. The company was jointly owned by the Standard Vacuum Oil Company of 
New Jersey and the Socony-Vacuum Oil Company. Jersey-Standard had developed crude production and 
refining capacity in Indonesia, but had no marketing facilities in the Far East, while Socony had an 
existing marketing infrastructure in the area, but no refining or production facilities. With time, the 
Standard Vacuum Oil Company became responsible for overseeing the joint interests of Jersey and 
Socony’s shareholders in the Far East, South and South-East Asia, and South and Eastern Africa. The 
refinery was initially operated by the Standard Vacuum Oil Refining Company (Stanvac), a company 
specially registered in South Africa in the 1950’s to operate the refinery. At the end of 1960, Stanvac’s 
parent company shareholders decided to dissolve the company. The reorganisation of assets which 
resulted from this meant that all Stanvac assets in Southern Africa were transferred in early 1962 to the 
New York based Mobil Petroleum Company – which itself had been formed by Socony-Mobil (formerly 
Socony-Vacuum) to operate the Stanvac facilities allocated to it by the reorganisation. The refining 
company which operated the Wentworth refinery became known as the Mobil Refining Company of 
Southern Africa. In 1989, after sustained pressure from anti-Apartheid campaigners, Mobil belatedly 
withdrew from South Africa, selling its assets to Gencor, a largely Afrikaans-owned company, who duly 
established Engen Petroleum Ltd as the inheritor of Mobil’s assets in post-Apartheid South Africa. In mid-
1996, Petronas, the Malaysian state oil company purchased a 30% controlling share in Engen, finally 
becoming the sole owner in 1999. The Petronas takeover, symptomatic of the massive injection of 
Malaysian capital in South Africa since the end of Apartheid, seems to have had the overt support of the 
ANC government, which has historic links with the Malaysian government stretching back to the anti 
Apartheid struggle.  
14 TBD 3/DBN 4/1/4/130 39C Volume 1 Proposed Oil Refinery at Wentworth; H.A. Smith City and 
Water Engineer to Town Clerk, Durban, 23 November, 1950. See also TBD 3/DBN 4/1/4/130 39C Vol. 1, 
R.G. Pomeroy to Durban Town Clerk, October 11, 1951. TBD 3/DBN 4/1/4/130 Vol. 2, 39C P. Raidoo 
Hon Secretary Durban Combined Indian Ratepayers Association to Town Clerk, Durban, 27 February, 
1952. 
15 ‘Objection to New Industry: Merewent has had enough of unpleasant odours’ The Leader, October 16, 
1964; ‘Merewent Ratepayers Bodies Clash’ The Leader April 10, 1964. 
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term the ‘right to speak for’ the interests of Indians in the area.16 The M.R.A’s 
opposition to the construction of the Mondi paper-mill would prove unsuccessful 
and the politics of industrial consent may help explain why. Two years previously 
the M.R.A. had officially approached Sapref, pleading with it to fill a reported 2,000 
vacancies at its new refinery, citing the ‘alarming unemployment’ among Indians in 
Durban and the Apartheid government’s ‘restrictive and repressive’ job reservation 
legislation. The M.R.A had offered its assistance in helping Sapref obtain workers 
from amongst Indian residents at Merebank.17

The legacies of Bluff mobilisation 
Earlier civic mobilisations around public health and civic amenities by White 
landowners on the Bluff found newer, more powerful expressions in the 1950s with 
the establishment of Stanvac. Landowner interests, founded on a conception of the 
Bluff as a neighbourhood with an attractive ‘natural’ character, conducive to 
comfortable living, leisure and a high standard of civic amenities informed the 
character of mobilisations from the beginning, though (still vaguely articulated) 
health concerns became increasingly prominent.18 This civic culture also had traces 
of a critique of corporate greed and powerful layman discourses which betrayed its 
roots among white railway and municipal workers on the Bluff.
 After Stanvac started operating in early 1954 the municipal bureaucracy 
received a large number of letters written by members of the Bluff’s white 
landowning class, describing being woken up (‘choking’) in the early hours of the 
morning by an ‘obnoxious’ and ‘evil-smelling stench’.19 Many employed language 
rich with metaphoric references to the invasion of the space of the home by smells 
and to the negative effect of these ‘nuisances’ on children and expectant mothers. 
Mounting anxiety culminated in a meeting of the various local white ratepayers 
associations out of which the umbrella organisation the Bluff Amenities Protection 
Association (B.A.P.A.) was formed. Continued complaints that the pollution was 
causing irritation, coughing and bouts of nausea and vomiting amongst Bluff 
residents, set the municipal machinery turning at an unusually rapid pace, with the 
City Council giving the refinery an ultimatum to stop pollution, or face a court 
interdict ordering its closure. Civic mobilisation on the Bluff had developed a 

16 ‘Walk-out at Merebank Meeting: Sectionalism alleged’ The Leader, July 26, 1963. See also ‘Lively meeting 
at Merebank expected’ The Leader, July 5, 1963; ‘Merewent Ratepayers Bodies Clash’ The Leader, April 10, 
1964; ‘Merebank reject advisory body’ The Leader, May 1, 1964. 
17 ‘Refinery Jobs for Indians Plea by Ratepayers’ The Leader April 27, 1962. 
18 ‘Oil Pipeline will not spoil beauty of roads’ Bluff News Letter, 13 June 1952. 
19 Central Archives Repository (SAB) Department of Commerce and Industries (HEN) 718 Power, Spirits 
and Oil Industry. Standard Vacuum Oil Refinery, Wentworth, Durban. Complaints Investigation; G.E. 
McGilvray to Acting City Medical Officer of Health, 17 February, 1954. 



RESEARCH REPORTS 2006: VOLUME 1 175

momentum which for a time at least drove the course of events because of the 
pressure it placed on the local state in Durban.  
 Ultimately, however, the Bluff’s mobilisation against pollution was short-
circuited by the intervention of the Apartheid state, which took the form of the 
deployment of expert knowledge.20 The national Department of Commerce and 
Industries (DCI) invited a panel of ‘independent overseas experts’ to investigate the 
refinery’s design.21 This would set an important precedent for the future. 
Technocratic interventions, through experts and technological plant modifications 
would be prioritised in pollution abatement. The privileging of expert discourses at 
this time in discussions about pollution was reflected in the DCI’s insistence that a 
dossier prepared for the expert panel about complaints should not be made available 
to the B.A.P.A. because the investigation should ‘be kept on specialist level without 
possible interference from  layman [sic]’22 Significantly, one of the consequences of 
the Apartheid State’s deployment of technocratic discourses was the B.A.P.A’s 
attempt to solidify claims about pollution through the formation of a ‘Technical Sub-
Committee’. This body employed the language of science, chemistry and 
meteorology to support its argument that the appeals by Bluff residents did not 
‘arise from hysteria’ as had been alleged by Stanvac but ‘from honest and real 

20 ‘Bluff ‘Smell’-in the end they agreed’ Daily News, 22 April, 1954; ‘Durban’s ‘Little Abadan’ over: 
Compromise agreed on’ E.P Herald, 23 April 1954; ‘The Refinery Dispute’ Sunday Tribune, 25 April 1954. 
See TBD 3/DBN 4/1/4/132 Volume 5, G.E. McGilvray to Town Clerk, 7th May, 1954. A 24-hour pollution 
complaints hotline was also instituted, which continued operating until 1955. Later in the paper I discuss 
Engen’s reinstitution of the complaints hotline in the 1990’s.  
21 The panel included Liverpudlian H.G. Howson, who interestingly spent the first few years of his career 
working in the chemical industry in South Africa, before returning to England where he worked in the 
petroleum industry, before joining the staff of the Alkali Inspectorate (the UK body responsible for 
controlling industrial pollution) in 1929 until his retirement in November 1953. He had considerable 
experience of dealing with air pollution from oil refineries; the large Stanlow refinery in Cheshire and the 
Manchester oil refineries and other petrochemical plants which fell under his control in the Alkali system. 
He was joined by Professor F.H. Garner, the Director of the Department of Chemical Engineering at 
Birmingham University, which had a reputation as the leading department of its kind in the U.K. He had 
lengthy experience from working for the Anglo-American Oil Company and the ESSO Laboratories 
(which coincidentally was affiliated to Stanvac’s parent company) before leaving the oil industry for 
academia. The third member of the panel was Mr. E.S. Sellers, the least experienced of the three, who 
lectured chemical engineering at Cambridge University after spending a few years in the petroleum 
refining industry in the UK. It is worth noting that at least one of the leading young South African 
chemical engineers employed at the Wentworth refinery at the time of the investigation had been taught 
by Sellers at Cambridge.  
22 TBD 3/DBN 4/1/3/132, Vol. 5, Telegram to Town Clerk, Durban, 14 August 1954. 
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complaints’.23 In a similar vein the Association also strove to bolster complaints by 
drawing on the medical opinion of a local Doctor.24

 The Apartheid State’s view of local politics on the Bluff was marked by a 
deep cynicism about the severity and veracity of pollution complaints. In it’s 
rendition, the Bluff’s residents had been ‘captivated’ by the ‘agitation’ and ‘rabble 
rousing’ of a ‘small minority’ of desperate political has-beens – Labour Party 
ideologues, trade unionists, and an insecure Mayor, Percy Osborne – who had tried 
to make political capital out of the controversy. The refinery ‘and its tastes and 
smells’, were ‘a gift from the gods’.25 Complaints were based on ‘grossly exaggerated 
evidence’ and were simply reflective of the ‘nuisance’ psychological effects of smells, 
rather than being based on any real negative health impacts. For its part, Stanvac 
initially admitted that it was experiencing problems before adopting an increasingly 
stubborn stance as the controversy deepened, claiming that there were ‘a small hard 
core of complainers’ on the Bluff responsible for ‘two-thirds of the complaints’ and 
that the refinery ‘had become a great bogey…a Frankenstein’ in the minds of many 
residents on the Bluff and served as a ‘whipping stone’. Media reporting could 
literally produce pollution: ‘if you hammer it home, it builds up a belief that 
something is happening…’26

 The purchase of the civic culture on the Bluff in the 1950s and 60s was partly 
premised upon the heightened prestige of white citizens (and landowners) during 
Apartheid. It also depended upon the sensitivity of key members of the Durban City 
Council to white working-class interests on the Bluff. But this did not exclude the 
Bluff from the more pernicious effects of the interactions between bureaucrats, 
experts and petro-capital. With the removal of deliberations about refinery pollution 
to the realm of experts and municipal bureaucrats the B.A.P.A initially opposed the 
granting of Stanvac’s operating licence, fearing, correctly, that once it was granted, 
central government could be expected to wash its hands of the issue, so that 
responsibility for pollution control would devolve to the Durban municipality, 
whose reputation had deteriorated amongst many Bluff residents since it had agreed 
to the expert investigation.27 The B.A.P.A withdrew its opposition after assurances 
that the plant modifications recommended by the experts would be carried out by 

23 TBD 3/DBN 4/1/4/132 Vol. 5, Statement by Technical Sub-Committee of Bluff Amenities Protection 
Association, 21 August 1954. 
24 TBD 3/DBN 4/1/4/132 Vol. 5, A Short Criticism of the Smell from the Refinery (Stanvac) approved 
from the Medical Viewpoint. 
25 SAB HEN 715 Vol. 5, Power Spirits and Oil Industry. Establishment of Industry. Standard Vacuum – Oil 
Refinery. Wentworth, Natal; ‘Politieke Aftergrond waarteen die gebeure tussen die stadsraad van Durban 
en die Standard Vacuum Oil Company gedurende Maart/April 1954 afgespeel het’. My thanks to 
Catherine and Gys Dubbeld for translating the original document.  
26 TBD 3/DBN 4/1/4/951 Vol. 2, Special Meeting of Works Committee, 28 February, 1958. 
27 ‘Licence to refinery opposed’ Daily News, 15 July, 1954.  



RESEARCH REPORTS 2006: VOLUME 1 177

Stanvac.28 In this way, technocratic solutions, which ultimately failed to eradicate 
pollution problems completely, operated to (temporarily) dampen civic pressures on 
the Bluff. 29

 The enduring power of the civic culture on the Bluff is striking. In 1958, 
when Shell announced its plans to build a refinery in the Durban bay, at the 
northern tip of the Bluff, alarmed residents employed many of the same discourses 
which had previously provided a descriptive fuel to pollution complaints against the 
Wentworth refinery. But others employed a modernising discourse arguing for the 
prioritisation of the Bluff’s ‘real complaints’ – the eradication of mosquitoes, 
improved roads and drainage – and a new refinery to ‘improve the workingman’s 
conditions’.30 But the weight of pollution experiences at Wentworth in the 1950s, the 
concerted opposition of many of the Bluff’s residents and the municipality’s new 
reluctance to accept expert assurances on pollution at face value, led to it been 
pushed away from the most densely populated sections of the Bluff and Durban 
itself. Crucially, however, the new site at Reunion (the current site of the Sapref 
refinery) was in close proximity to the newly constructed Indian and Coloured 
housing schemes at Merebank and Wentworth. Thus, one of the most profound 
legacies of the Bluff’s mobilisation would be the displacement of the environmental 
costs of Durban’s second oil refinery onto the Indian and Coloured residents in 
south Durban.  

The practical exercise of environmental regulation 
Despite the protection that refineries were undoubtedly afforded because of their 
strategic importance during Apartheid, these industries were hardly left to pollute at 
will.31 Though pollution standards were unquestionably lax, it was precisely because 
of the histories of the Bluff’s experiences and these concerns about pollution in the 
1950s and 60s, that the refineries were not/could not be given completely free reign. 

28 Significantly, this assurance was given by H.G. Howson, the leading member of the team of experts 
which had investigated the refinery in 1954.  
29 I do not have space here to go into detail about some of these interventions. Suffice it to say there were a 
number of plant modifications, buttressed by expert knowledge, aimed at bringing about pollution 
abatement throughout the second half of the 1950s by Stanvac in addition to a series of return visits by 
international and local experts. Some have brought about significant improvements, while many others 
failed. Pollution problems persisted, as they still do.  
30 ‘Refinery and ‘Real Bluff Complaints’ Letter to the Editor, Daily News, 26 May, 1958. For similar 
divergent views see also ‘The new refinery, mosquitoes and Bayhead Road’ Letter to the Editor, Daily 
News, 11 September, 1958; ‘Bad Publicity’ Letter to the Editor, Natal Mercury, 2 November, 1957.  
31 Environmental regulation of oil refining in South Africa during Apartheid has generally been portrayed 
as ineffectual and poorly enforced. See the groundWork Report 2002: ‘Corporate Accountability in South 
Africa – The Petrochemical Industry and air pollution’, 8-11 and P. Lazarus, et al ‘The legislative 
framework: Environmental law, investment and industrial practice’, in Bethlehem, L., and M. Goldblatt 
The bottom line: Industry and the environment in South Africa. University of Cape Town Press, International 
Development Research Centre, Rondebosch, Ottawa. 1997.  
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Instead, the persistence of refinery pollution, in the face of unsuccessful technocratic 
efforts at eliminating pollution, led to a shift towards the bureaucratisation of 
pollution; the emergence of a regulatory regime, however flawed, whose chief 
purpose became the minimisation of petroleum refinery pollution. This 
bureaucratisation process gradually removed discussions about refinery pollution 
from their previous public prominence, into the offices of the city’s bureaucracy, and 
at the same time, paradoxically, was marked by close personal interaction between 
officials of the municipality’s City Engineer’s Office and the refineries concerned. 
This was a by-product of the local state’s negotiation of its financial imperatives (the 
refineries were lucrative contributors to the city’s coffers) and white populist 
pressures, and also a reflection of the municipality’s attempts to bridge the city’s 
self-styled dual identity as an industrial port city and a growing tourist resort after 
World War II.  
 In time, with the passing of the Atmospheric Pollution Prevention Act of 
1965, these relationships would be formalised, elabourated and supplemented by 
expertise sourced from the government research body, the Council for Scientific and 
Industrial Research (C.S.I.R) and effluent monitoring by the Department of Water 
Affairs. It was in the context of city politics that environmental regulation became a 
practical necessity, though the system was powerfully skewed by the racial politics 
of Apartheid to be more responsive to white pollution complaints.32 The character of 
regulation of refinery pollution during Apartheid is perhaps best captured in a note 
written by the refinery’s environmental officer Mike Antonizzi, after an ‘informal’ 
meeting with Neville Burgess from the City Engineer’s Pollution Department in 
October 1979:  

…in all my dealings with Neville Burgess I have always found him helpful and co-
operative. I believe we are indeed fortunate to be able to sit down and discuss the 
subject of pollution with an official who is appreciative of the problems faced by the 
industry. Mr Burgess stressed that on occasions when we have contravened the by-
laws he has always opted for the ‘please explain letter’.   He has two other options, 
these being, ‘regard this as a warning’ or ‘you are hereby fined’. His attitude is that 
he wishes to eliminate contraventions by co-operation and not legislation.33

The limitations of this regulatory system were apparent throughout Apartheid in the 
persistence of pollution problems.  

32 Engen Refinery Library (ERL), Flue Gas Scrubbing. This file refers to ‘the Bluff environmental problem’ 
suggestive of the prioritisation of the interests of white residents on the Bluff with respect to pollution 
during Apartheid.  
33 ERL, Environment Files, M.Antonizzi to G.S Hodgetts, October 17, 1979 
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Shifting ground…  
In the late 1980s the refinery became increasingly wary of the global rise of 
environmentalist ideologies and the move towards tighter pollution controls which 
had emerged in Europe and North America, fearing that these trends would be 
reflected in a possible future post-Apartheid South Africa.34 Indeed, from the mid 
80s, some of these fears began to be confirmed with a marked increase in the number 
of pollution complaints being received by the refinery and the municipality from the 
Merebank area, resulting in the re-establishment of the refinery’s toll-free line, which 
had been inoperative since the 1950s.35

 In the mid 1980s Merebank residents threatened ‘community action’ because 
of the ‘unusual sounds…during all hours of the day and especially the night’ at the 
southern end of the refinery. In response to these complaints and wary of the 
detrimental affect this might have on its image, the refinery belatedly undertook 
noise abatement measures in 1985.36 In early 1987 Merebank residents by-passed 
conventional complaint channels and complained directly to the national 
government about pollution. Mobil had been specifically mentioned in newspaper 
reports and was ‘getting a bad name’. The residents claimed that the storm-water 
canal had become ‘an open sewer’ for industrial waste from the refinery.37 Around 
the same time, M.H. Kathrada, the co-ordinator of the refinery’s Pollution Control 
Group undertook a number of campaigns aimed at fostering a pollution control 
culture within the refinery. At this stage these primarily took the form of gimmicky 
posters and stickers - but important changes had undoubtedly begun to be felt 
within the refinery’s gates. Kathrada had written in March, 1985:   

As the world-wide anti-pollution campaigns have gained momentum, the refinery 
has monitored a sharp uptrend in both the frequency and intensity of pollution 
related complaints. A very significant portion of these complaints have been noise-
related, emanating from people living along the south fence of the refinery 
[Merebank]. These have resulted in numerous time consuming negotiations between 
refinery personnel, City Engineer’s representatives and the public.…38

34 ERL, ‘Environmental Assumptions – 1989 to Early 21st Century’ – Mobil Report, September 1988.  
35 ERL, Minutes of Meeting of the Wentworth/Merebank Area Sulphur Dioxide Committee, 31 October, 
1989; CAER Consultants Report, Meeting with Merewent Ratepayers Association, Merebank Community 
Centre, 26 October, 1994; Minutes of Meeting of the Wentworth/Merebank Area Sulphur Dioxide 
Committee, 11 November, 1987; Sulphur Dioxide Survey Reports, 1987-1995. Report for Sulphur Dioxide 
Survey Committee- Wentworth/Merebank Area for period: October 1987 to September 1988. 
36 ERL, Pollution Control Report, February 12, 1985; ERL, SAFOR Noise Abatement Modifications, March 
12, 1985. 
37 ERL, Minutes of a special meeting on Environmental Control between representatives of the Durban 
Corporation and Mobil Refining Company, January 8, 1987. 
38 ERL, SAFOR Noise Abatement Modifications, Memo by M.H Kathrada, March 1985. Brackets my 
addition.  
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In 1989, after years of sustained pressure from the anti-Apartheid movement, Mobil 
divested from South Africa, ironically selling its assets to Gencor, a capital group 
largely owned by Afrikaners. There was little change in personnel or management at 
the refinery at the time. In April 1990, the M.R.A undertook a ‘pollution survey’ 
aimed at ‘assessing how the community felt’ about pollution in the area. The results, 
culled from a total of 107 households, suggested atmospheric pollution associated 
with the refinery was responsible for the reported high occurrence of ‘respiratory ill 
health’ in the area.39 In line with technocratic discourses employed by the state and 
the company, the survey’s key aim was to produce quantitative scientific data which 
would indicate the extent of the concern and suffering caused by the refinery’s 
pollution. But like Bluff letter-writing in the 1950s, the survey also emphasised the 
discomfort and social embarrassment experienced in many Merebank households 
because of pollution: 

….people commonly complained that: ‘they felt ‘nauseous’ and bilious’; family and 
friends would not visit because of the smells, it was embarrassing to have visitors 
around, they had to close windows and doors to prevent the smell from coming into 
the house, it affected people’s appetites and made meal times unpleasant.40

The M.R.A outlined what it termed a ‘pollution crisis’; describing ‘the escalation of 
the problem of pollution’ because of Merebank’s position as ‘an island in a sea of 
industries’. The organisation had forged links with newly formed NGO Earthlife 
Africa, carrying out ‘in loco’ inspections of the Stanvac canal running along the 
boundary of Merebank which had long been a source of ‘offensive’ odours. 41 There 
were signs that the refinery and local authorities had begun to take notice of 
Merebank’s complaints. But the M.R.A’s pollution survey met with a brick-wall of 
officially sanctioned ‘scientific evidence’. A Municipal Health Department study had 
found no difference in the distribution of illnesses between Chatsworth and 
Merebank. The Health Department had therefore concluded that Merebank ‘had no 
excess diseases associated with air pollution i.e. claims to the contrary are 
exaggerated’.42

 The M.R.A severely criticised the municipal study’s methodology, (in fact 
very similar to its own, with the exception of the addition of a ‘control group’) 
maintaining that 58% of ‘the community’ suffered from respiratory illnesses. The 
M.R.A demanded that the refinery fund a study ‘to determine the health of the 
community’, suggesting that Reservoir Hills be used as a ‘control group’ instead of 

39 ERL, Report on Merewent Ratepayers Association Pollution Survey 
40 ERL, Report on Merewent Ratepayers Association Pollution Survey, 1991.  
41 ERL, Memorandum: Pollution Problems Encountered with Genref Oil Refinery 
42 ERL, Minutes of Meeting of Wentworth/Merebank Area Sulphur Dioxide Liaison Committee, 12 
September, 1990. 
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Chatsworth. If a discrepancy in disease distribution was revealed the refinery would 
be ‘responsible for the difference’ and would have to ‘pay for all medical treatment 
and pay compensation’. The refinery rejected the M.R.A’s demands, arguing that 
this was an ‘industry/urbanisation’ problem which could not be solely attributable 
to the refinery. Having rebuffed the M.R.A on this occasion, the company knew full 
well that it was likely to ‘receive further demands’ along these lines and that it 
needed to be prepared for them.43

 Increasingly aware of pressures for the release of ‘environmental 
information’ to the public by the likes of Earthlife Africa, in 1991 the refinery’s 
environmental officer, Jim Frew began to push for the refinery to ‘consider ways of 
educating the public, so that it could cope with this new information’. He believed 
that this would counter ‘disinformation’. At this stage however, ‘education’ would 
be limited to a bi-annual issue of a ‘glossy colour’ newsletter to the refinery’s 
neighbours ‘informing’ residents of ‘the good things being done by the refinery 
environmentally’. This, it was hoped, would ‘positively affect perceptions, and avoid 
the accusation that the refinery is non-caring, and does very little with regard to 
environmental issues’.44

 In early 1992, the refinery played a key role in initiating the Bluff Valley 
Model Project, which was designed to facilitate integrated informated weather 
monitoring which would enable prediction of weather conditions that might 
exacerbate severe atmospheric pollution in south Durban. This theoretically meant 
that the ‘big 3’ industrial complexes in the area could reduce S02 emission 
concentrations in anticipation of ‘nasty weather’.45 As we will see, the refinery’s 
preference for the Bluff Valley Model – a narrowly technocratic approach to 
pollution abatement - over meaningful emission reductions, would become a major 
source of tension during civic mobilisations in the mid 1990s.  

CAER – ‘One Community, One People’ 
After South Africa’s first democratic election, the refinery’s awareness of the 
changing political circumstances in which it operated, led to it launching the CAER 
(Community Awareness and Emergency Response) initiative in late 1994. CAER was 
modelled on industry-community liaison committees which had been formed by 
large petrochemical companies in the U.S.A and Western Europe in the late 80s and 
early 90s. It was designed to overcome public mistrust by providing residents 
around the refinery with information about the dangers associated with its 

43 ERL, Internal Electronic Communication, 20th August, 1990.  
44 ERL, ‘The Impact of the Environmental Movement on the Chemical Industry’ – Seminar of April 23, 
1991. Report on Release of ‘Environmental Information’ to the Public by Jim Frew, May 2nd, 1991 and 
NACA Conference-Air Pollution & the Environment. Report by Jim Frew, December 12th, 1991.  
45 ERL, Bluff Valley Model: Background Proposal & Justification. Memorandum by Jim Frew, December 
14, 1993. 
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operation.46 When the refinery’s specially appointed consultants first met with the 
M.R.A to discuss the initiative, there was considerable scepticism that CAER would 
be ‘yet another committee’; little more than ‘another talking forum’. The rhetoric 
surrounding CAER emphasised its ‘community driven’ thrust. The refinery hoped 
that giving its consultants control over the CAER process and emphasising their 
‘impartiality’ would secure the M.R.A’s support. Significantly, the M.R.A was 
concerned that the formation of a CAER committee ‘representing all communities 
around the refinery’ would ‘dilute’ the ‘bilateral contact’ which it had developed 
with the refinery. This was one of the reasons why the refinery preferred the 
formation of a committee made up of ‘community members in their personal 
capacity’ rather than official representatives of local civic organisations.47

 In contrast to the M.R.A, the newly formed Wentworth Development Forum 
(W.D.F), which had emerged in response to local concern about housing issues, 
demanded the expansion of the CAER committee to incorporate ‘mandated 
representatives’ from local civics.48 The question of what constituted a ‘mandated’ 
representative became a major source of contention during the negotiations.49 One of 
the W.D.F’s leading activists Bobby Peek has portrayed these contestations as part of 
Engen’s repeated attempts to ‘divide the community debate’.50 Further tensions 
centred on the differing conceptions of CEAR’s purpose. Engen envisaged CAER as 
a voluntary initiative, aimed at placating public pressures and serving as a bridge 
towards further discussions. But W.D.F activists like Peek hoped to extract specific 
targeted pollution reductions from the refinery in the form of a legally binding 
agreement.51

 Crucially, the civics had already begun shaping CAER in important ways; 
sidelining the refinery’s consultants by insisting on setting meeting agendas, 
nominating (instead of the refinery inviting) representatives and electing a 
chairperson – Bobby Peek. Drawing on North American precedents from struggles 
for environmental justice, and supported by the Legal Resources Centre, the W.D.F 
developed a Good Neighbourly Agreement (G.N.A). The draft version of the 
agreement made a series of demands of Engen, including that the company reduce 

46 ERL, CAER Consultants Report, Meeting with Merewent Ratepayers Association, Merebank 
Community Centre, 26 October, 1994 
47 ERL, CAER Consultants Report, Meeting with Merewent Ratepayers Association, Merebank 
Community Centre, 26 October, 1994 
48 ERL, Facsimile: Wentworth Development Forum to Engen, 9 March, 1995.  
49 ERL, Minutes of Meeting of the CAER Committee held on 28 February, 1995.  
50 D. Wiley et al ‘Contesting the urban industrial environment’, 239 and Bobby Peek ‘Conflict and Co-
operation in Durban’s Petrochemical Basin’, 8 and 13. No longer available on internet. Copy of article in 
possession of author. 
51 ERL, ‘The Community’ [Merebank, Austerville and Bluff) to Engen Refinery; undated letter 
Re: Response to request by Engen and the further development of the CAERE process. See also Peek et al, 
239 and Peek, 14.  
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its S02 emissions to ‘industrial nation’ levels and pay for medical treatment of 
residents suffering illnesses ‘caused, accentuated, or precipitated’ by emissions. Just 
as the M.R.A had first suggested in the early 90s, the refinery would also have to 
fund a ten year ‘socio-medical study’ of emission-related illness in the 
communities.52 The refinery’s response to these clauses took the form of a standard 
reiteration of its view that it was not the only polluter in the south Durban basin.  

‘…a major fishing expedition into the past’ 
The refinery regarded the civics’ G.N.A as ‘one-sided’, planning to ‘negotiate out’ 
binding language on emissions. Demands for access to information about past 
emission levels were viewed by the refinery as: ‘a major fishing expedition into the 
past’.53 CAER’s rhetoric may have been about ‘informing the public’ and ‘access to 
information’ but this clearly would only be done on the company’s terms, in small 
‘understandable doses’.54 Engen’s reluctance to commit itself to a legally binding 
emission agreement would become the defining issue of the relationship between 
the refinery and the civics. The refinery was insistent on:  

 …. no outside arbitration or legal intervention...the agreement is a co-operation 
charter between Engen and the community…It should not be a legal document and 
does not require majority votes…55

President Mandela’s ribbon-cutting visit in late March 1995 to dedicate the new 
expansion of the refinery was a watershed in the controversy. He was greeted at the 
gates by a protest organised by the W.D.F. Mandela stopped to speak with them, 
and refinery pollution was thrust onto the national stage in a way that had not 
occurred since the 1950s. Three days later, a government delegation, led by Mandela, 
met with leaders of the area’s civic organisations and the refinery’s management.  
 Deputy Minister of Environment and Tourism (DEAT) Bantu Holomisa was 
tasked by Mandela with convening a ‘multi-stakeholder’ indaba in May. The 
meetings between the civics and the refinery which followed the national 
government’s intervention were characterised by lengthy discussions about what the 
refinery’s consultant negotiators termed ‘the representation problem’. They 
repeatedly questioned the W.D.F’s right to speak for Austerville, claiming that its 
presence on the CAER Committee did not necessarily secure the ‘inclusivity’ which 
[it] had been accused of neglecting before Mandela’s visit. And yet simultaneously it 

52 ERL, Agreement between Engen Petroleum Ltd and the Representatives of the People of Merebank, 
Austerville, and Bluff Communities of Durban.  
53 ERL, Engen comments on Engen-Community Agreement. 
54 ERL, Engen comments on Engen-Community Agreement.  
55 ERL, Engen comments on Engen-Community Agreement. 
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argued that contestations over representation within Austerville inhibited the CAER 
process.56

 But it is important to recognise that ‘community divisions’ were not entirely 
the refinery’s invention. During these discussions there were signs of the 
development of a power-play between the W.D.F and the M.R.A. The W.D.F 
endeavoured to occupy the political high-ground and to take credit for bringing the 
pollution question to a head. It had developed a formidable reputation in its short 
period of existence and much to the refinery’s irritation had taken to turning up at 
meetings with large groups of community supporters, engaging in ‘inconsiderable 
posturing’.57 At a CAER Committee meeting on 20th June, Engen had read out a 
letter it had received from the ANC’s Wentworth branch which claimed that ‘the 
people of Wentworth’ were not ‘fully aware of what the WDF are doing’. The ANC 
demanded its own representative on the Committee and Bobby Peek endeavoured 
to bring it (and the local RDP Health civic) under the W.D.F’s wing. Similar 
contestations developed on the Bluff, between the Bluff Ratepayers Association and 
the Bluff Conservancy.58

 Civics merged with each other under pressure to present a united front, 
new civics formed (and quickly fell-away or merged with existing bodies) in 
response to the new spaces which had emerged with national government 
intervention and the refinery’s (ultimately divisive) emphasis on inclusivity in 
community representation.59 But the W.D.F, in particular, took the lead, demanding 
an ‘unequivocal commitment to reduce SO2 emissions’ to ‘Californian standards’. 
Engen’s opposition to this reduction persisted. It explained that complying would 
require an R2 billion investment which would lead to an increase in the cost of 
petroleum products in South Africa. It stuck by the technocratic status quo – which it 
noted had the backing of the DEAT and the Durban municipality – through 
initiatives like the Bluff Valley Model – which it claimed would ensure that 
emissions would not exceed World Health Organisation (W.H.O) S02 guidelines.60

 In late 1995, the stalemate in the CAER process prompted the refinery to ask 
its new consultants to put together a proposal for a new community relations 
programme. The consultants argued that ‘the community’ and Engen held 
‘ideological standpoints’ which were ‘diametrically opposed’ and therefore were not 

56 ERL, Minutes of a meeting between the Community and Engen, 11 April 1995. Minutes of the CAER 
Committee Meeting 16 May, 1995.  
57 ERL, Internal memorandum, 12 May, 1995.  
58 ERL, CAER Committee Minutes, 20 June 1995.  
59 ERL, Minutes of the CAER Committee meeting 27 July, 1995; Minutes of CAER Committee Meeting 24 
August, 1995; Minutes of the CAER Committee Meeting 19 October, 1995; Minutes of CAER Committee 
meeting, 27 November, 1995.  
60  ERL, ‘Durban South’ Brief Prepared by Engen and Lowe Bell & Mann for the meeting with Minister 
Pallo Jordan in Pretoria on 10 January, 1997. 
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conducive to ‘some form of compromise’ on emissions. Like the consultants 
responsible for the CAER process, they trumpeted a ‘new approach’ which would 
develop ‘environmental objectives in a participatory fashion’. Such discourses of 
public participation became an increasing feature of environmental public relations 
campaigning by the refinery during the 1990s. Concomitant with this has been a 
continued privileging of ‘third party expertise’ – now chiefly occurring through 
private consultants such as these – reflecting a trend of expert interventions in 
political conflicts related to refinery pollution in south Durban over the last half 
century.61

 The refinery’s obstinacy was undermined when it emerged that the local 
industry-wide SO2 monitoring system was under-reading SO2 levels and that these 
emissions were ‘ten times over’ pollution levels at comparable U.S refineries.62

Crucial to these mini-victories – which were essentially about proving the negligence 
of the refinery – were the important links the civics in south Durban had begun to 
forge through local and international networks. These included relationships with 
other environmental organisations, sympathetic NGO’s – like the Legal Resources 
Centre (LRC) in Cape Town – and, significantly, individuals with important 
scientific and refining expertise.63 Engen tried to persuade national government that 
‘the communities’ were misrepresenting the refinery’s stance in the negotiations, 
insisting that it had agreed to all the demands made by the civics, except on S02.64

But of course this was precisely the point. At a CAER Committee meeting in 
February 1996, Engen set out to prove that its emissions remained within legal limits 
by citing S02 ambient data, taken at the Wentworth monitoring station during the 
previous month. It was a disingenuous technocratic ploy – and it didn’t work. The 
low concentrations of S02 for January were immediately dismissed by the civics, who 
knew full well that dispersal conditions during the summer were vastly superior to 
those during winter, when temperature inversions in the Bluff valley trapped 
polluted air. Engen had clearly failed to appreciate that it was now dealing with 
civics and activists that were far better informed about the ‘complexities of refinery 
pollution’ than some of their predecessors.65

 There were few signs of movement. The civics implored Bantu Holomisa to 
fulfil the government’s ‘constitutional responsibility’ to ‘protect the people’ by 
establishing a ‘national task force’ which would set stricter pollution standards. 
Holomisa instructed the DEAT to investigate stricter emission standards, clearly 
wary of a complete breakdown occurring in the relationship between the civics and 

61 ERL, Community Relations Programme and Environmental Audit: A Proposal for discussion to Engen 
Refinery-Durban by International Risk Control Africa, 14 December, 1995.  
62 ERL, ‘The Pollution War Zone’ by Bobby Peek.  
63 Peek ‘Conflict and Co-operation’, 9.  
64 Peek ‘Conflict and Co-operation’, 10.  
65 Peek ‘Conflict and Co-operation’, 11  
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the refinery.66  In a meeting with Holomisa in May, 1996 Rob Angel, Engen’s CEO 
tried a ridiculous semantic argument, claiming that his statement, made in the 
presence of President Mandela the previous year – that Engen had the ‘resources’ to 
deal with the pollution problem - did not refer to ‘financial resources’.67

 ‘…another committee of white consultants’   
A deadlock had formed. True to the longstanding preference for technocratic expert 
interventions in pollution conflicts, Engen called for an ‘independent expert panel’ 
which would assess the health effects of emissions together with the emissions of 
other companies in the area.68 Holomisa quickly agreed with the idea, pledging 
DEAT’s financial support for the inclusion on the panel of ‘one representative or 
expert for the community’. The W.D.F also agreed, though Peek insists it did so 
‘reluctantly’ because of its general suspicion of ‘academic technical consultants’ who 
invariably sided with the refinery. One of the civic leaders summed up this 
frustration by dismissing the latest expert incarnation as ‘another committee of 
White consultants’.69 Of course, the mere fact of expert intervention does not mean 
that an outcome favourable to capital becomes inevitable.70 It is the actual content 
and nature of officially sanctioned expert knowledge – narrowly technocratic in its 
focus and execution – coupled with factors such as the class composition of expert 
panels and state affiliated institutions like the C.S.I.R and the bias produced through 
tendering and commissioning processes which determine its character.71

 But the panel never materialised. Bantu Holomisa had become embroiled in 
a bitter dispute with President Mandela, sparked by his allegations of high-level 
ANC corruption, and was fired from his post in the DEAT in July 1996.72 This led to 
a period when the direction which events would take became unclear, as Holomisa’s 
initiatives were effectively beached. But the amount of leverage possessed by 
Holomisa and the DEAT within the ANC government in terms of its power to act 
decisively on pollution in south Durban is likely to have been limited by high-level 

66 Peek ‘Conflict and Co-operation’, 12.  
67 ERL, ‘Wentworth – The Pollution War Zone’ by Bobby Peek  

68 ERL, ‘Durban South’. Brief Prepared by Engen and Lowe Bell & Mann for the meeting with Minister 
Pallo Jordan in Pretoria on 10 January, 1997.  
69 Cited in Peek ‘Conflict and Co-operation’, 12.  
70 Indeed in the late 1950s the refinery became increasingly resistant to investigations by ‘foreign experts’, 
preferring to draw on intra-company expertise and local officials from the City Engineer’s Department, 
with whom it had established a close working relationship.  
71 For a discussion of the often naively fervent faith in technocratic interventions by high-modernist states 
in the twentieth century see James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human 
Condition Have Failed. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998.  
72 ‘Holomisa refused Mandela's appeal Mail& Guardian, 2nd August 1996 and ‘The ANC and the Bantu 
who caused all the trouble’ Mail & Guardian, 24th December, 1996.  
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negotiations in 1996 which led to Petronas, Malaysia’s state-owned oil giant, buying 
a 30% controlling interest in Engen – the single biggest foreign investment deal in 
post-Apartheid South Africa - at some US $436 million.73

 The limbo period after Holomisa’s sacking may have been a blow to the 
civics, but crucially, it also saw the formation of the south Durban Community 
Environmental Alliance (SCDCEA), an umbrella body incorporating the key civic 
organisations from the residential areas surrounding the refinery. Peek characterises 
this as resulting from the W.D.F’s resolve, against the background of Engen’s 
divisive tactics, to avoid the development of ‘possible further divisions within the 
community ranks’. Peek hailed its formation as signifying that south Durban’s civics 
‘liaised under a common agreed-upon mandate’ for the first time.74

‘Turning adversity to advantage’ 
In October 1996, Engen commissioned its latest communications consultants to 
develop a ‘communications strategy and community relations programme’ for the 
company’s refinery in Durban, in the light of it becoming ‘the central target’ in the 
controversy about S02 emissions in south Durban. The consultant’s report described 
a crisis: ‘well informed and articulate’ activists were ‘ranged against’ the company 
and the media was ‘sensationalising the issues’. President Mandela’s ‘personal 
intervention’ the previous year had ‘raised the stakes’. The consultants starkly 
warned that ‘the risk was that the issue would escalate to national political and 
public interest, threaten Engen’s operations in Durban and damage the reputation of 
the company as a whole’. The refinery’s goals were therefore to prevent ‘unhelpful 
intervention from on high…to shift the issue from the national level…to 
provincial/municipal authorities’ and lastly, ‘sidelining the civics’.75

 The consultant’s recommendations were couched in the sort of conciliatory 
language typical of community relations programmes in the 1990s, but were also 
unmistakeably confrontational, aimed at forcing the W.D.F onto the defensive by 
portraying it as a ‘spoiler’, to the detriment of ‘the community’. The consultants 
listed a dastardly, wide-ranging list of charges against the W.D.F:  

The key question here is: how to prevent the W.D.F – Engen’s principal antagonist – 
from shaping the agenda to their own ends, driving the debate and effectively 
holding Engen’s efforts to assist the community to ransom? As things stand, the 

73 The Petronas-Engen deal appears to have been the product of the close relationship between the 
Malaysian Government and the ANC-in-exile during Apartheid. See 'Petronas: a well-oiled money 
machine’, Far Eastern Economic Review, March 13, 2003. See also ‘Mbeki Seeks to Capitalise on Thaw in 
Malaysian Politics’ Business Day. September 5, 2003. 
74 Peek ‘Conflict and Co-operation’, 13.  
75 ERL, A Communications Strategy for Turning Adversity to Advantage by Lowe Bell & Mann, February 
1997. 
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WDF has thwarted the signing of a Good Neighbourly Agreement, put an effective 
halt to Engen’s plans to open the adjacent training centre, sought to gain control of 
the labour brokers, positioned itself as the single conduit for social investment 
spending, provoked unrest outside the refinery gates and lobbied Government 
directly to intervene on the grounds that Engen is dragging its feet over 
environmental compliance…76

The refinery had made the mistake of letting the W.D.F – and in particular Bobby 
Peek – ‘disrupt and hijack’ the CAER process, with its demand that Engen reduce its 
emissions to 1st World levels. The W.D.F had been ‘allowed’ to depict Engen as: 
‘uncompromising on emissions, manipulative in its employment of ‘divide and rule’ 
tactics, and uncaring in the area of social investments’. As a result, the consultants 
argued: ‘the vast majority of the community’ was ‘unsighted as to the facts, receptive 
to the feeding of misinformation and half-truth, and manipulated into feelings of 
frustration and antagonism directed at Engen’.77 There is no question that the 
consultant’s depiction of the W.D.F reflected Engen’s own. 

‘A strategy for fighting back’ 
The consultants argued that the answer to Engen’s problems was for it to ‘stop 
playing the game by the oppositions rules’ and to ‘choose ground’ which would 
work to its advantage. In practice this meant that the consultants recommended that 
Engen stick to its guns over its compliance with existing S02 guidelines. By adopting 
‘a more accommodating position and tone of voice’, the refinery would prevent ‘the 
polarisation of attitudes’ which it argued ‘so often intrudes on an otherwise friendly 
exchange’. So, instead of denying that it was at fault the refinery should 
acknowledge that it ‘has contributed’ to levels of pollution ‘afflicting Durban South’, 
but that ‘independent leading edge research’ had ‘conclusively demonstrated that it 
is not emissions from the refinery which pose a risk to health’. Engen’s management 
regarded the first recommendation – an admittance of guilt - as ‘too definite’ and 
exposing it to legal action.78

 One of the most interesting features of the report was the way in which the 
consultants contrasted the character of the W.D.F and M.R.A. The M.R.A, in its view, 
had a ‘long history of stable leadership and wider community support’ whereas 
W.D.F was a new trouble-maker with no mandate.79 The consultants reported that 

76 ERL, A Communications Strategy for Turning Adversity to Advantage by Lowe Bell & Mann, February 
1997. 
77 ERL, A Communications Strategy for Turning Adversity to Advantage by Lowe Bell & Mann, February 
1997. 
78 ERL, A Communications Strategy for Turning Adversity to Advantage by Lowe Bell & Mann, February 
1997. 
79 This view of Merebank and Wentworth’s civics conforms to Sharad Chari’s depiction of the former as 
‘relatively quiescent’ and the later as ‘a hotbed of political activism’. Chari, 2-3.  
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civic activists were ‘by and large, winning the local media battle’ by ‘playing to’ the 
‘traditional news theme of outraged citizens powerless in the face of uncaring big 
business’.’ Ill-informed and alarmist reporting was to blame. A ‘proactive media 
relations programme’ would help the refinery ‘gain a measure of control over the 
media agenda’. This would entail ‘cultivating a handful of key correspondents’ [the 
‘informed circle’] through ‘informal lunches’ every couple of months, who would be 
fed ‘good news events’ and be invited to visit the refinery, just as had occurred in 
the 1950s.80

 The roots of this crisis appear to have been the company’s unsuccessful 
adaptation to the changed political configurations of post-Apartheid South Africa. 
There is little doubt that the refinery would almost certainly be able to count on the 
ANC government’s support if it again found itself in a predicament similar to that 
which developed in 1954. But the consultants concluded their report by warning 
Engen that ‘politicians at every level are increasingly influenced by community 
issues and public concerns’. This is precisely why the refinery became increasingly 
anxious from the mid 1990s to ensure that it avoided further interventions by 
national government after President Mandela’s unanticipated intervention.  
 Engen may have viewed Holomisa’s demise as presenting it with an 
opportunity for respite, but SDCEA’s formation gave civic mobilisation renewed 
energy and clarity. In late 1997 Engen finally succumbed to the pressure which had 
been placed on it for years by local civics and indicated that it would reduce its S02

emissions.81 In March 1998, almost three years after President Mandela had 
intervened in the dispute, Engen and SDCEA reached ‘an agreement in principle’ for 
S02 reductions. In May 1999, after the DEAT’s prolonged investigation of the legal 
implications of the agreement, it was formalised through the ‘Engen Refinery 
Complex Environmental Improvement Programme’. The agreement was trumpeted 
as ‘the first voluntary agreement between industry and civil society’ of its kind in 
South Africa and inserted into the refinery’s new operating permit. The civics had 
succeeded in putting Engen into a legal bind which at least theoretically meant it 
would be forced to reduce S02 emissions.82

What took Engen so long? 
How can we explain the stubborn refusal of Engen to give in to civic pressure for so 
long? Bobby Peek has argued that the answer lies in the company’s estimation that it 
could avoid agreeing to an S02 reduction because the South African government’s 
‘neoliberal macro-economic GEAR policy’, like the policies under Apartheid, did not 

80 ERL, A Communications Strategy for Turning Adversity to Advantage by Lowe Bell & Mann, February 
1997. 
81 Wiley et al, 237 
82 Wiley et al, 240 
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require it to invest in pollution control or internalise the external costs of production. 
But it is very hard to hold onto the ‘neoliberal’ argument when explaining Engen’s 
eventual about-turn on emissions. Taken to its logical conclusion, the refinery could 
have been expected to continue its resistance of civic pressures for pollution 
reduction, secure in the knowledge that the South African State would have 
supported it. But as groundWork’s 2002 Report admitted – almost in spite of its own 
‘anti-neoliberal’ discourse – negative media coverage, ‘civil society’ pressure and the 
initiation of emission reduction programs by other polluters left the refinery 
‘exposed’. The struggle within the refinery, between the likes of the refinery’s 
environmental officer Jim Frew – who might be described as an ‘ecological 
moderniser’ – and the older intransigent managerial style provided an important 
backdrop to the decision. The initiation of the CAER programme in 1994 partly 
reflected Jim Frew’s push, from the late 1980s, for the refinery to be seen to be more 
responsive (at least in small ways) to public pressure. Management viewed 
President Mandela’s visit as a chance to re-position the refinery politically – but 
instead events spun out of its control leading to a re-assertion of ‘fortress 
management’ and a consequent refusal to reduce emissions.83

 As we have seen, media coverage has been a major point of leverage for the 
area’s civics during the last half century, enabling quick and frequently sensational 
(if not sensationalist) coverage of pollution incidents.84 Added to this concern about 
its corporate image, Peek has argued that signs of the government  moving towards 
de-regulation of the oil industry meant that Engen felt confident that its profits 
would increase, and therefore it could ‘accede to community demands and invest 
more easily in cleaner technology’.85 The phasing out of fuel with lead and high 
sulphur content in South Africa has occurred concomitantly with the Department of 
Trade and Industry’s promotion of an Industrial Development Zone (IDZ) in south 
Durban, taking the form of a proposed major petrochemical cluster. Sasol’s new gas 
pipeline, tied in with South Africa’s development of Mozambiquan natural gas, has 
been targeted at servicing these industries, including the refinery. The 2002 
groundWork report argued that the agreement between Engen and SDCEA was 
‘heavily, though not exclusively dependent’ on the refinery’s anticipation of this 
future switch from heavy furnace oil – with high S02 content – to gas fuel.86  This 
(rather tenuous) narrative allows groundWork to neatly close the ‘neoliberal’ loop, 

83 The groundWork Report 2002: ‘Corporate Accountability in South Africa – The Petrochemical Industry 
and air pollution’. Available at: www.groundwork.org.za  
84 For more on the role of the media in recent pollution controversies in south Durban see Clive Barnett 
‘Media transformation and new practices of citizenship: the example of environmental activism in post-
Apartheid Durban’ in Transformation: Critical perspectives on Southern Africa, 51 (2003)  
85 Wiley et al, 242 
86 The groundWork Report 2002: ‘Corporate Accountability in South Africa – The Petrochemical Industry 
and air pollution’. Available at: www.groundwork.org.za 
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but ironically it also undercuts civil society agency. We should not underestimate 
the extent to which civic pressures for pollution reduction in south Durban since the 
end of Apartheid have rocked Engen’s management, nor the refinery’s concern 
about a repeat of national government’s intervention from ‘on high’. 

Mobilising communities, mobilising ‘community’ 
Throughout the last half century, civic organisations in south Durban have 
attempted to mobilise local communities against refinery pollution by deploying 
discourses of ‘community’. What are in fact the voices and opinions of individual 
activists or particular civic organisations are clothed rhetorically as the expressed 
feelings and attitudes of ‘the community’. Together with activists and civics, 
journalists and even the refineries have relied heavily on the concept of 
‘community’. In its narrowest uses – as a descriptive term, rather than a concept 
employed in mobilising communities - it is clearly deficient because of the unity and 
homogeneity which it implies. The concept papers over the tensions and 
contestations which are so often a part of attempts at mobilising communities in a 
context where the target of protests is an industry which, at least until the last 
decade, has been a major source of income and employment for the communities in 
the area for much of the last half century. 
 Since the end of Apartheid there have been tentative steps towards the 
fostering of multi-racial ‘environmentalism’ in south Durban through umbrella civic 
organisations like SDCEA and the incorporation of Umlazi residents in 
environmental justice campaigning through the campaign against the Umlazi toxic 
dump.87 Civic organisations and activists on the Bluff have joined the campaigns 
which have been initiated by civics from Merebank and Wentworth, though they 
have generally played second-fiddle for a number of reasons including the 
deployment of environmental racism discourses by the likes of groundWork and the 
W.D.F. In turn, co-operation between the M.R.A and W.D.F has become increasingly 
evident since the mid 1990s, though the relationship has been marked by important 
tensions, as suggested by the hints of rivalry and power-struggles between the two 
organisations during negotiations with Engen. These tensions appear partly to have 
their roots in the differential class mobility experienced by members of the two 
organisations. As Bill Freund has noted, in important ways the M.R.A’s recent 
environmental activism reflects the interests of ‘the stratum of homeowners with no 

87 For an  account of the Umlazi dump campaign see D. Wiley, Root, C. and Peek, S. ‘Contesting the urban 
industrial environment in south Durban in a period of democratisation and globalisation’. in (D)urban 
Vortex: South African City in Transition. Freund, B. and Padayachee, V. (Ed.) Pietermaritzburg: University 
of Natal Press, 2002, 232-237. See also Bill Freund ‘Brown and Green in Durban: The Evolution of 
Environmental Policy in a Post-Apartheid City’ in International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 
Volume 25 (4) December 2001, 725 and 729-730.  
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stake in the industrial activities of the area’ who have risen from ‘modest origins’.88

The lead taken by the W.D.F in disputes with Engen over the last decade has 
undoubtedly played a key role in defining the generally strident character of civic 
environmentalism in south Durban and perhaps given it greater resonance. But we 
should be awake to the marginalisation of other voices that results from this.89 With 
the notable exception of the Umlazi dump case, the fact that Africans living in South 
Durban have generally not featured prominently in this campaigning is another 
cause for concern.90

 Part of the reason for the success of south Durban’s civics appears to have 
been that they have quickly learnt to push the right buttons in relationships with 
different levels of government, the media and petro-capital itself. Umbrella bodies 
like SDCEA and groundWork have proven particularly useful in this regard. As 
Sharad Chari has argued: 

…a persisting strength of the SDCEA/groundwork alliance has been that it can wear 
many hats—militant and professionalised, grassroots and networked, 
confrontational and negotiable—and it can work across multiple scales: local, city, 
provincial, national and international.91

Chari correctly points out that SDCEA (and its local subsidiary civics) do not draw 
on a popular support base. SDCEA has tried to overcome these limitations by 
exploiting its ability to ‘pull in a crowd for spectacular event’ and by using a 
‘technocratic approach’ which ‘claims to empower residents in community 
monitoring of pollution levels’ – the notorious ‘bucket-brigade’ – which carries out 
DIY pollution sampling. Although, as Chari notes, this may not have ‘made an army 
of resident scientists’, it has helped the organisation link-up with ‘important allies in 
international environmental justice research’.92

 Alongside this civic mobilisation there has recently been a proliferation of 
consultative bodies concerned with the pollution question in south Durban. At the 
most superficial level these are partly a reflection of a ‘democratising’ trend in South 
Africa. But these forums have been, by their nature, inherently ambiguous creatures, 
tending to channel civic protest into tamer bureaucratic and technocratic 
expressions. The making (and investigation) of pollution complaints remains the 
chief interface between the refinery and residents. The dynamics of this process – the 
irate resident’s telephone call to complain, the (often delayed) investigation by a 

88 Freund ‘Brown and Green’, 730.  
89 See Chari, 13 and Rachel Tenney ‘‘With All Our Differences We Work Together’: A Critical Case Study 
of Wentworth Civil Society, School for International Training Paper, 2004 footnotes 125 & 156.  
90 Freund ‘Brown and Green’, 730.  
91 Chari, 12.  
92 Chari 12-13 
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defensive refinery official, the disappearance of the smell which had first caused the 
complaint, further irritation and the refinery’s denials, admissions and explanations 
– define this relationship. Behind all of this is the awareness that there are very real 
historical grievances and frustrations at work in south Durban, which the refinery, 
despite its insistence that external political forces bear responsibility for the 
juxtaposition of industrial and residential land uses has become increasingly 
sensitive to.  
 History, as the refinery is all too aware, is about right and wrong and the 
apportioning of blame. Consequently this system of recording and investigating 
pollution complaints has been greatly elabourated in the last decade. Electronic 
correspondence is shared between the ‘big 3’ and the municipality. As before, this 
interaction generally focuses on dealing with pollution problems privately.93 There is 
a striking similarity in contemporary descriptions of pollution with those which 
emerged in the 1950s. The same type of complaint emerges repeatedly, but 
complaints are stripped of their previous discursive power because they are 
restricted to short descriptions of the ‘type of smell’ or ‘sensation’ rather than the 
more detailed, personal and often familial narratives of concern about health and the 
psychological effects of pollution, which letter-writing invariably contained. The 
introduction of standardised complaint sheets, with compartmentalised 
categorisations, degrees of severity, tick boxes and space limitations potentially 
constrain the power of pollution complaints as political drivers. It is organised civic 
mobilisation, individual environmental activists and newspaper accounts of school 
evacuations which now fuel change.94 Equally important has been the increasingly 
conclusive scientific and medical evidence suggesting the deleterious health impacts 
of refinery pollution has undermined the old argument confining it to psychological 
and ‘nuisance’ effects.95

 By early 2000 the refinery had begun engineering studies ‘to determine the 
most cost effective and efficient methods’ of achieving the commitments it was now 

93 ERL, Electronic Communication by Sandra Redelinghuys (DMWS), 23 October, 2000; Caron Larmour to 
Ian Khathi, 06/08/1997. Pieter Lamprecht to Jim Frew, 27th November, 2000 and Natie Maphanga to 
Ashwin Surajpal, 27th November, 2000. 
94 ERL, Engen Refinery Pollution Investigation Report 12/10/2000; Internal Electronic Communication, 
Jim Frew to Alan Munn, 13 October, 2000 at 11.58 and 13.43; Electronic Communication by Jim Frew, 
October 23rd, 2000; Electronic Communication by Dave Brooks (DMWS), 23rd October, 2000; Electronic 
Communication by Jim Frew, 1 November, 2000; Umesh Kalpee to Willem Oosthuiz, 1 June, 1997.
95 See Robbins, et al, The Settlers Primary School Health Study, Draft Final Report, produced by the 
University of Natal Faculty of Medicine, Durban Institute of Technology's Department of Environmental 
Health, University of Michigan, 2002 and J. Nriagu, T. Robins, L. Gary, G. Liggans, R. Davila, 
K. Supuwood, C. Harvey, C.C. Jinabhai and R. Naidoo ‘Prevalence of asthma and respiratory symptoms 
in south-central Durban, South Africa’ in European Journal of Epidemiology, 1999 Sep, 15(8):747-55. 
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legally required to undertake in terms of the emission reduction agreement.96

Negotiations for a second Environmental Improvement Plan have since begun, 
focusing on a major new expansion in the refinery’s capacity. The implementation of 
the original E.I.P hasn’t exactly been smooth sailing. In September 2001, an explosion 
at the Natref refinery in Sasolburg lead to a fuel-crisis which necessitated Engen 
being granted a temporary permit by the government to increase production – and 
therefore emissions. SDCEA has been forced to make ‘strategic’ compromises. There 
have been delicate negotiations and tensions surrounding the Environmental Impact 
Assessment’s (E.I.A’s) for new refinery expansions, with SDCEA concerned about 
possible emission increases. As further discussions about the implementation of the 
original agreement have continued, so old frustrations have re-emerged. As the 2002 
groundWork report confirms, Engen complied with ‘most’ of the environmental 
targets ahead of deadline, but the CAER committee was never resuscitated and the 
refinery was concerned with the persistence of ‘negative publicity’ and a revival of 
demands for the refinery to be shutdown, which it attributed to the activists and 
civics in the area. The refinery regarded the agreement as imbalanced – requiring 
few reciprocating commitments from ‘the community’ – but SDCEA clearly felt that 
the refinery was obligated to carry out the reductions after decades of excessive 
pollution. While there were clearly still tensions, in May 2002 a liaison committee 
was formed which groundWork characterised as allowing for ‘very open 
discussion’.  
 In addition to reflecting the very real changes in the post-Apartheid political 
context and global trends in battles for environmental justice, the recent, much 
belated parliamentary deliberations about the revamping of environmental 
regulation legislation are partly a testimony to the success of south Durban’s civic 
campaigning against pollution by petro-capital and through this, pressurising 
authorities at various levels of the state for action on pollution.97 Whether these 
shifts translate into further substantial, lasting changes remains to be seen, as civics 
have questioned whether the new regulatory framework will overcome the failings 
of its predecessor.  
 The limits and contradictory consequences of civic mobilisation by residents 
on the Bluff in the first decade of Apartheid clearly have relevance to contemporary 
struggles in post-Apartheid South Africa. While they provide ontological power for 
mobilising, simplistic discourses of environmental racism serve to suppress these 
histories and their lessons for the present. As residents who previously did not enjoy 
comparable purchase on the local and central state (or for that matter capital) have 

96 ERL, Draft Engen Refinery, Environmental Impact Assessment In-House Scoping Report Intermediate 
Expansion Project, 27th March, 2000 
97 ‘Last gasp for mouldy Act’ Mail & Guardian, 18 October 2004 Available at: 
http://www.mg.co.za/articledirect.aspx?area=mg_flat&articleid=139755 
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begun to flex their civic muscles, we need to be wary of the placatory power of 
technocratic expert interventions in conflicts such as this, of strategic and economic 
imperatives in constraining responses of local government and determining 
interventions by the central state, and in turn their restrictive effects on local civic 
mobilisation. We need to maintain an appreciation for the complexities of civic 
mobilisation and the readiness of petro-capital to seize on these. But the story of 
Engen’s emission reduction shows that where civil society pressures and vigilance 
are sustained, change is possible.
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Introduction 
Background to the study  
In Africa in 1997 four million refugees (UNHCR, 1997; cited in Siddique, 2001: 284) 
left their native lands and relied on the generosity of the international community 
and receiving countries in order to survive. The consequences of this huge 
movement of people on both sending and receiving countries, and the livelihood 
strategies of refugees in their host countries, including South Africa, remains under-
researched.  
 Like other instances of migration, the current refugee movement from the 
Congo out across the world includes both the movements from the home country to 
a second country as well as the propensity to move from the second and nearest 
country to a third country. The first move may be caused by natural disasters and 
man-made tragedy. The second move often involves migration-supporting 
institutions such as humanitarian agencies, recruitment brokers or individual agents 
who get involved in these channels for economic gain and sometimes operate 
illegally. Migration supporting institutions can play quite contradictory roles – 
sometimes by playing key roles in illegal advice such as human trafficking but also 
sometimes being quite instrumental in developing and assisting existing social 
networks that are instrumental in supporting and perpetuating migration flows 
(Hugo, 2002: 34; Hyndman, 2002: 42; Massey et al., 1998: 43; Arango, 2000: 291; Day 
and White, 2002: 18).  
 The arrival of refugees in their new host country, such as South Africa, 
worsens the xenophobic attitudes which may already exist since immigrants and 
refugees are considered to be a threat to the existing social fabric and, consequently, 
they are not easily integrated into the host society. To support their position, the 
proponents of anti-refugee campaigns accuse the latter of problematic behaviour 
such as bringing and spreading diseases (Pickering, 2001: 169), criminal activities 
and taking jobs from indigenous residents (van Nierkerk, 1995; Colyn, 1996; Salmon, 
1996; Swanepoel, 1996; all cited in McDonald et al., 1998: 8). As result, policy-makers 
tighten immigration and labour policies thereby limiting further migration and 
excluding the refugee community already in the country from formal employment, 
social welfare and equal protection. Thus, the refugee community revives and 
strengthens both the informal and formal social networks to survive and adapt 
themselves in the new setting. Social networks may spontaneously appear between 
family members, friends and colleagues as a reaction to social exclusion. They also 
purposely emerge in organised communities in the form of refugee associations, 
ethnic organisations, professional ties, students’ or neighbourhood organisations for 
the common good.
 Refugee migration is often a product of a partial or total breakdown of the 
state vis-à-vis provision of basic needs to its people in terms of human rights, socio-
economic needs, and political opportunities. This breakdown may appear 
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concurrently with repression by the state trying to re-establish a new ‘order’. It can 
also result from foreign invasion and the inability of the state to protect individuals 
who live within particular boundaries (Boswell, 2002: 1-5) such as the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC). Refugees from the DRC are the focus of this research.  
 Congolese refugees in Durban came via different routes compared to those 
in other big South African cities such as Johannesburg and Cape Town. Indeed, in 
Cape Town, Congolese refugees come via Namibian refugee camps; those in 
Johannesburg come through the borders of the northern part of the country (Amisi 
and Ballard, 2004), whereas in Durban, Congolese refugees mainly come from 
Mozambique and find themselves stuck in Durban because of a lack of resources to 
continue their journey. They belong to various tribal groups from different provinces 
of the Democratic Republic of Congo and consequently exploit diverse networks and 
connections to come to Durban as is illustrated below. 
 There are as many different points of departure as there are motives for the 
move. Unlike Congolese who settled in Johannesburg for economic and political 
reasons decades ago, the majority of Durban Congolese refugees left their country, 
according to the respondents and the participant observation, because of different 
‘liberation wars’ and most of them came from the eastern part of the country which 
extends from Oriental Province to Katanga Province. That is why the different points 
of exit include Uvira/DRC (Route No 1) leading to Bujumbura in Burundi or 
Kigoma in Tanzania, Buakvu/DRC (Route No 2) leading people to 
Cyangugu/Rwanda, Bujumbura in Burundi, Kisangani (Route No 3) which led 
people to Kampala in Uganda, Bujumbura (Route No. 4) leading to Kigoma or Dar 
es Salaam in Tanzania, or Pulungu in Zambia, Goma/DRC (Route No. 5) leading to 
Kigali in Rwanda, Bujumbura in Burundi, and Southern Katanga (Route No. 6) 
including Lubumbashi and Kalemie channelling people to Lusaka in Zambia. Only 
one refugee in this study fled from Kikwit (Route No. 7), in the western part of the 
Congo, and went through Brazzaville and Pointe Noire in Congo Brazzaville. 
Regardless of their exit points, most of them entered South Africa via Mozambique. 
For many, as already mentioned, Durban was not the intended destination. 
 Almost half the respondents are newly arrived in Durban (less than two 
years), whereas a third of the sample has been in Durban between three years and 
less than five years. One eighth of respondents have been in Durban at least five 
years. This can be explained by the different waves of Congolese migration to South 
Africa and consequently different expectations in the country of destination. Indeed, 
according to Bouillon (2001: 40-44), there were three waves of Congolese migration 
into South Africa. The first wave occurred in the early 1990s when highly skilled and 
wealthy Congolese businessmen moved to South Africa for economic reasons in 
terms of employment and investment. The second wave took place between 1991 
and 1994 and included many political refugees and economic refugees due to the 
breakdown of socio-political and economic conditions in Zaire, as it was known at 
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that time. This breakdown resulted in brutal repression, massacres and massive 
human rights violations. The third wave occurred from 1994 stemming from the 
ethnic conflict in Burundi and Rwanda which spread through neighbouring 
countries including the Congo. 
  The third wave that Bouillon (2001: 40-44) talked about consisted of three 
major key moments of political turmoil after 1994. The first happened with the first 
‘liberation war’, in 1996, led by Laurent Desire Kabila. It aimed to overthrow 
Mobutu’s regime. The consequences of this on the civilian population were 
disastrous and consequently many people fled for security reasons. The second 
occurred in 1998. It focussed on putting an end to the government of Laurent Desire 
Kabila and was led by Kabila’s former Tutsi allies from Burundi, Rwanda and 
Uganda. Lastly, the massacre of Makobola and, a few months later, Kisangani in the 
2000s sent shock waves of refugee movements towards South Africa. These critical 
moments translated themselves into subsequent waves of refugee flows into South 
Africa, and Durban in particular, where the fact that many Congolese refugees have 
recently arrived is clearly evident.  

Research methodology
In this research, participant observation and interviews were used. Structured and non-
structured interviews with closed and open-ended questions were conducted at the home of 
interviewees and at ‘work’ places, which include the streets, taxi and bus ranks, the early 
morning market, security sites, and formal offices for the lucky few. Participant observation 
was also used to cover the gap between structured and unstructured interviews, open ended 
and closed questions and some relevant aspects of refugees’ living strategies. I used my 
position as insider within my own community and informal community leader in this 
community in order to conduct my participant observation and get as much relevant 
information as possible. This position gave me a comparative advantage to other researchers 
because the communities which were difficult to gain access to at first became easier through 
the networks of other community leaders who explained to their constituencies the aim of 
the study and guarantee confidentiality. Yet, this position as insider and researcher is subject 
of bias. I sought to overcome this obstacle by analysing my data with some overseas students 
who are not involved in refugee issues.  
 I used purposive sampling which consists of intentionally selecting the sample from 
the ‘research’s interests’ because they meet a number of criteria for insertion in the research.
(Babbie and Mouton, 1998: 166; Robson, 1993: 141; Babbie et al., 2001: 1142; Pals, 1997: 137). 
As a result, my findings cannot be generalised because this method is not a probability 
sampling. I also used a descriptive analysis for demographic and socio-economic data and 
NVIVO and The Constant Compaprative anaylisis for the in-depth interview and participant 
observations. The two approaches support one another and permit the data to be reviewed 
in the light of previous research and existing theories. 
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Demographic and Socio-economic Characteristics of Respondents, and Livelihood 
Strategies and Problems 
Demographic and Socio-economic Characteristics of Respondents 
The majority of respondents, 76.6 percent, are males. Women represent a small portion of 
this population for diverse reasons including the fact that there are fewer women than men 
in the refugee population in Durban, and women are less willing to talk to strangers and thus 
to participate in this research. These statistics support Hunter and Skinner’s findings on 
migrant traders which claim that, in Durban, women are under-represented among foreign 
traders. This contrasts with South African traders who are mainly women (Lund, 1998: 18; 
Lund, Nicholson and Skinner, 2000; cited in Hunter and Skinner, 2002: 9).
  Regarding gender distribution by sector of the economy, 86.9 percent of male 
respondents work in the informal economy in areas such as hairdressing, shoemaking and 
repair, repairing appliances, or guarding cars. Given the lack of social security in this sector, 
lack of access to trading sites and licences, and the precarious conditions in which informal 
traders work, there is a reason to believe these livelihoods are not sustainable. There is also 
the constant influx of people into this sector from the formal sector due to either 
retrenchment or poor and non-marketable skills. This influx increases competition over 
space from which Congolese are excluded (Hunter and Skinner, 2002: 22-23). Only 13 
percent of respondents work in the formal sector. Many females do unpaid housework, look 
after children, and are less willing to talk to outsiders. They are also, like their male 
counterparts, predominantly in the informal economy. The informal sector with its 
constraints and opportunities, remains the main source of income for Congolese refugees in 
Durban regardless to their gender. However, women, by virtue of their status, are likely to 
have more problems than men and are consequently more vulnerable. 

Age structure
Table 1:  Age profile of the sample 

Age Frequency % of total Cumulative

11-20
21-30
31-40
41-50
51-60
61-70

2
20
4
1
1
2

6.7
66.7
13.3
3.3
3.3
6.7

6.7
73.4
86.7
90.0
93.3

100.0

Total 30 100.0 - 

The age distribution of respondents revealed that the majority of respondents are 
young and fall into the 21-30 year age group, 66.7 percent, while 26.7 percent were 
older than 30 years and 6.7 percent were under 20 years. This research finding 
confirms the National Survey on refugees and asylum seekers which found, ‘the 
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average age of exiles in South Africa is 31 years (Mail & Guardian Online, December 
11, 2003). It is also evident that both young and elderly people were represented in 
the sample. This finding confirms CASE’s study (1995a: 6, as quoted by Lund, 1998: 
20) in the Johannesburg CBD and Durban Metropolitan and Isipingo Study which 
revealed that 77 percent of respondents in the informal economy were between 25 
and 49 years. This finding also supports May, Phelan and van Schalkwyk’s findings 
(1997; as quoted by Hunter and Skinner, 2002: 10) that maintain that the majority of 
Durban traders were between 21 and 31.  

Age and gender distribution of the sample
Table 2: Age/gender distribution of the sample 

Percentage of the Sample Age

Male Female

11-20
21-30
31-40
41-50
51-60
61-70

6.7
46.7
13.3
3.3
3.3
3.3

0.0
16.6
3.3
0.0
0.0
3.3

Total 76.6 23.3 

Most respondents, as the table 2 shows, are males under the age of forty. Hunter and 
Skinner’s (2002: 9) research in the Inner City Durban supports these statistics and 
argues that there are more male than female informal traders. This distribution of 
the refugee population may be explained by two broad factors. Firstly, there are 
constraints that the journey to South Africa imposes on potential candidates who 
take the risk of travelling without proper documents. These limitations include lack 
of financial resources, sickness on the journey without appropriate treatment, police 
arrests and shooting during the illegal border-crossings, and wild animals in the 
Kruger National Park. This finding may also be explained by a relative lack of 
interest in the elderly by the warlords in the DRC since this age group does not 
constitute a political or an economic threat to them when compared to younger 
people who are mainly targeted by the regular army, the traditional fighters, and 
rebels to join their ranks.  
 These limiting factors call for the rise of kinship and social networks, as well 
as a spirit of adventure which costs some unfortunate refugees their lives. Secondly, 
Congolese refugees find life on the streets as street traders, as car guards and as 
security guards very dangerous since they experience frequent violence. As a result, 
they prefer to leave their female counterparts where they live and where women feel 
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relatively secure. Thirdly, females are shy to talk to strangers and to males in 
particular and were not happy to participate in the study while males were prepared 
to do so. Women who are married first need the permission of their husbands. The 
concept of gender equality does not mean to them that women can take part in 
interviews without the consent or presence of their spouses. 

Education level, skills and training 
Table 3: Education by gender 

Frequency by gender % Sample category 
Category 

Male Female Male Female

Under Std 5 
Std 5-Std 10 
Tertiary education (a) 
PhD

1
11
11
0

0
4
2
1

3.3
36.6
36.6
0.0

0.0
13.3
6.6
3.3

Total 23 7 76.5 23.2 
(a) Tertiary education was not necessary completed 

Regarding education, table 3 reveals that 96.4 percent of respondents have been, at 
least, to secondary school. Even more significantly, 46.5 percent have at least some 
tertiary education. Although the sampling was judgemental according to particular 
features that the research aimed to explore and understand, it does not contradict 
other studies on migrants from Central Africa and the National Survey of 15 057 
refugees and asylum seekers from 12 African countries (Mail & Guardian Online: 
December11, 2003). Indeed, Kadima’s (2001: 91) study in Johannesburg in the mid-
1990s showed that Congolese nationals are relatively highly skilled. Since Congolese 
people move back and forth between South African cities, further research would be 
required to confirm whether this finding can, to some extent, be applied in Durban. 
The National Survey (Mail & Guardian Online, December 11, 2003) revealed that 
‘nearly a third of refugees and asylum seekers were tertiary students before they 
came to South Africa’. In another study on, ‘Foreign Street Traders Working in the 
Inner City Durban: Survey Results and Policy Dilemmas’, Hunter and Skinner (2002: 
13) revealed that 71 percent of foreign traders have had some secondary education 
whereas only five percent have no formal education.  
 Concerning gender, age, education and previous occupation; and 
employment type, current occupation and household income, 50 percent of 
respondents were students back home whereas the other half of respondents were 
working in the DRC. Among those working, 60 percent did get jobs in the field of 
their qualification back home. The National Survey made similar findings on 
refugees and asylum seekers which argue ‘almost 70 percent of refugees and asylum 
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seekers in South Africa held skilled or semi-skilled jobs in their countries of origin’ 
(Mail & Guardian Online, December 11, 2003). Yet, once in Durban, respondents 
reviewed their expectations in order to accommodate themselves to their host 
country. That is why, in both the formal and informal economy, one may find a wide 
range of people from primary to tertiary education. Artisans such as those involved 
in appliance repair are using skills learned in their own country and enjoy being in 
this field.  

Education, previous and current occupation and income 
Looking at gender, age, education and previous occupation; and employment type, 
current occupation and household monthly income, this research revealed that 
previous education matters in income generating activities although I did not 
explore in detail this given the focus of this research is not on the links between 
education and earning. In fact, eighty percent of respondents who completed at least 
a secondary education are employed or self-employed in activities which provide, or 
if unemployed receive remittances of, at least R1800. Thus, the level of education 
strongly impacts household monthly income. This is more visible in ‘electronic 
repair’ in which respondents performed the same activities as they did back home. 
 Household monthly income does not necessarily come from individuals’ 
economic activities. It derives also from a wide range of transactions, whenever 
necessary, between Durban and other cities of South Africa, and between South 
Africa and different countries around the world including the DRC from where 
respondents from wealthy backgrounds are still receiving money from their parents. 
It was not easy to capture remittances separately from wage and self-employment 
because respondents were reluctant to talk about these issues except for respondents 
who were unemployed and one security guard. The latter, for instance, revealed to 
the researcher that he/she works for R1 400 and receives R1 200 monthly from 
relatives outside South Africa.  
 There is, to some extent, gender discrepancy vis-à-vis economic activities 
resulting from culturally perceived as well as real threats in terms of costs and 
benefits that different income generating activities present. In fact, female 
respondents feel that working as a security guard is very dangerous for them due to 
long hours, bad working conditions such as rain, cold, and a lack of social 
protection. That is why, only 14.2 percent of female respondents work as security 
guards. Female respondents prefer to work as hairdressers and car guards. The 
reason behind this choice includes flexible working conditions, a relatively secure 
environment and previous experience in the field such as hairdressing.  
 Regarding working as a car guard, women like this type of employment 
because it requires no training and basically they are self-employed. Respondents 
perceive working as a security guard as very dangerous. Yet, regardless of the 
potential threats that security guarding presents, male respondents and particularly 



RESEARCH REPORTS 2006: VOLUME 1 205

male household heads prefer to work as security guards in the quest for economic 
activities with high and regular income insecurity. They are also self-employed due 
to the flexibility of working hours in this sector and the fact that they face less 
financial pressure; whereas a small group of mature respondents are wage-
employed. Young and single people do not have the same financial problems as 
married people who are forced to work at all costs in order to support their families.  

Marital status, family size and residence 
Table 4: Marital status by gender 

Frequency by Gender % of Sample Category 
Status

Male Female Male Female
Total

Married
Widowed
Divorced
Single
Living Together 

8
1
0
12
2

0
1
1
3
2

26.6
3.3
0.0

40.0
6.6

0
3.3
3.3

10.0
6.6

26.6
6.6
3.3
50.0
13.2

Total 23 7 76.5 23.2 99.6 

Table 4 revealed that 50 percent of the participants have never been married, 26.6 
percent were married, 13.2 percent ‘Living Together’, and the remainder are 
widowed or divorced. More men were single, followed by married, than any other 
marital status. Single people, including widowed and divorced, constitute the 
majority of the Durban Congolese community. One of the reasons may be that it is 
easier for single people to travel without travel documents from the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo to Durban compared to married couples and married couples 
with children. People who cohabit without getting officially married offend the 
Congolese who are culturally conservative. Indeed, cohabitation is a rare 
phenomenon in the Congo and there it is widely considered as perverted behaviour 
(Amisi and Ballard, 2004: 21).  

Household characteristics 
On the subject of residence, this study revealed that there is strong solidarity 
amongst Congolese refugees. On arrival most of my respondents found 
accommodation with Congolese belonging either to their own ethnic group or 
different ethnic groups who came during the earlier waves of immigration or 
asylum seeking in South Africa. Indeed, 39.1 percent of male respondents found 
accommodation with those from the same ethnic group while 69.5 percent of males 
in the sample spent their first nights in South Africa with their countrymen, whether 
from the same ethnic group or a different ethnic group.  
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 Also important is the fact that South African individuals and the voluntary 
sector played, to some extent, the role of ‘migrant supporting institutions’ (Massey et 
al., 1998: 43) since they provide advantages to potential migrants in offering them 
information about migration routes and costs, and temporary residence on arrival. 
In fact, only 4.3 percent of males interviewed received their first accommodation 
from non-Congolese people and 25.9 percent of males in the sample, spent the first 
nights either on the beach, at the hospital or at a police station for various reasons. 
 Female respondents relied mainly on Congolese networks to find their first 
accommodation. In fact, 71.4 percent of women who participated in the study found 
their first accommodation from Congolese of the same ethnic group whereas 14.2 
percent have been helped by Congolese from a different ethnic group. Congolese 
networks play the role of supporting migration flows since the first to arrive lay a 
foundation for reception of further waves as was the case for men. Only 14.2 percent 
received their first accommodation from non-Congolese people. Unlike male 
respondents, females did not spend their first night on the beach, at hospital or at a 
police station. Indeed, 82.5 percent of Congolese males interviewed are currently 
living in shared accommodation and only 17.3 percent in this group live alone. 
Particularly interesting is that 56.5 percent of male respondents share 
accommodation with other Congolese refugees while 26.0 percent share residence 
with non-Congolese including South African citizens and other nationalities. Almost 
eighty six percent of respondents are sharing their residence with other Congolese 
refugee women. The remaining respondent was living with a single male from a 
different ethnic group but from the same province of origin. The woman is of 
Angolan descent. She did not integrate into the Kisangani Province networks 
because she told the truth and introduced herself as of Angolan descent, even 
though she was born in the Congo and had never lived in Angola, and even though 
she was fluent in the tribal languages of the Congo.  

Household size and number of dependents  
Table 5: Family size and number of dependents  
Family Size Frequency % of Sample Category 

0-1
2-3
4-5
6-7
8-9
10-11
12-13
14-15

15
8
4
1
0
0
1
1

50.0
26.6
13.3
3.3
0.0
0.0
3.3
3.3

Total 30 99.8 
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Table 5 shows that most respondents are single and their households are small with 
over three quarters having fewer than three people and with only two having twelve 
people or more. Where single individuals are sharing accommodation, they do not 
necessarily share a kitchen. Such individuals may live in one place but regularly eat 
in another where they weekly or monthly contribute.  

Table 6: Marital status, male employment and number of breadwinners by household  

Frequency for males 
Category 

Married Living 
Together Single Others*

% of respondents 

Sole breadwinners 4 2 12 1 82.6 

> 1 breadwinner  4 0 0 0 17.3 

Total 8 2 12 1 99.9 
Others*: Divorced and widowed 

Eighty-two percent of male respondents are sole breadwinners including 4.3 percent 
‘Others’, 8.6 percent who are ‘Living Together’, 17.3 percent who are married men, 
and 52.1 percent who have ‘never married’. This group is also vulnerable because 
86.9 percent of male respondents work in the informal economy. This means that in 
case of illness or long term unemployment these people will rely on Congolese 
informal networks to survive and provide their basic needs such as accommodation, 
food and medical care. Only 17.3 percent of male respondents represent households 
which have more than one income and consequently some kind of risk-spreading 
device.

Table 7: Marital status, female employment and number of breadwinners by household 

Frequency for females 
Category 

Married Living 
Together Single Others*

% of respondents 

Sole breadwinners 0 0 1 2 42.8 

> 1 breadwinner  2 2 0 0 57.1 

Total 2 2 1 2 99.9 
Others*: Divorcee and widow 

Almost 43 percent of female respondents are sole breadwinners including one 
female who has never been married, one divorcee and one widow. Among the sole 
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breadwinners, there is only one female who works in the formal sector as a security 
guard without a formal contract. The other two consist of one unemployed woman 
who relies on remittances from her children and grandchildren, and a car guard in 
the informal economy. Therefore, one can argue that sole breadwinners are 
vulnerable since they either work without labour legislation or they simply rely on 
other people’s goodwill. Consequently their livelihoods are not sustainable.  
 The remaining 57.1 percent represent female respondents who work and 
live with their male partners as married and ‘Living Together’ couples and have 
more than one income. This may appear as if households with more than one 
breadwinner have this as a risk spreading device. Yet, it is important to mention that 
in the context of this study, the concept of ‘breadwinner’ applies only to married 
couples and ‘Living Together’ partners. Nuclear and close family members who live 
under the same roof and share their incomes are not included and consequently 
information is not available for the extent to which they support one another.  
 A comparison between table 5 and table 6 reveals that there is a big 
difference between the two sexes in the proportion of ‘sole breadwinners’. Among 
male respondents ‘sole breadwinners’ constitute twice the percentage compared to 
females. My ‘participant observation’ field notes explain this. Single females are 
scared of living alone for both economic and security reasons. 

Household monthly income by employment category 
The household income, in the context of this research, is based on household 
expenditure per capita from earnings that Congolese refugee households make from 
working as a security guard, hairdressing, shoemaking or electronic repair. Family 
size is important particularly with children of over 18 years who strongly influence 
the household’s monthly income and expenditure. This influence can be positive or 
negative. It is positive when each household member regularly contributes 
substantial amounts of money. However, family size can be negative when there are 
adults who do not have access to a job or who are unwilling to contribute.  
 Congolese refugees face different problems in different economic activities. 
Indeed, those who work as street vendors are often victims of police harassment and 
illegal arrest, lack of access to trading sites and licenses (Hunter, and Skinner, 2002: 
24-25). Yet, some Congolese refugees earn a living which compares to some wage 
employment in the formal economy. In the car guarding business and security 
guarding, refugees have no access to a Security Officer Board registration number. 
Yet the majority of car guards are single because of flexible hours and their ability to 
cope with irregular incomes, whilst married people are attracted to security 
guarding due to fixed salaries. Most respondents who make ends meet through 
hairdressing are not business owners. Only a few are on a fixed salary. Some 
workers learnt this job in Durban whereas others were already active in this field at 
home. This is why business owners speculate on the experience of new employees. 
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There is no contract and is not any form of social protection at all. No work, no pay. 
That is why this economic activity does not attract many married people. 
Shoemaking and electronic repair are the most rewarding activities.  
 Yet income does not solely come from employment. It is also a result of 
remittances and constant flows of money between Durban and other provinces of 
South Africa, and between South Africa and the DRC and overseas family and 
friends networks since Congolese refugees keep contact with friends and family 
members who stayed behind in the DRC and those who live overseas and in other 
African countries, both refugees and immigrants. These backward and forward 
linkages allow money transfers to flow in a triangular fashion between South Africa, 
the DRC and other countries. First, there is the transfer of money from South Africa 
to the DRC and vice versa. Second, money can be transferred from overseas 
countries to South Africa and vice versa. Third, money can move from overseas to 
the DRC and vice versa depending on the family financial situation back home, and 
the constraints and opportunities that social network members in different places 
face at different times. As a result, there are situations whereby unemployed 
Congolese refugees have larger incomes than some refugees who are working. In the 
same fashion, loans, gifts, and investments are supporting Congolese refugees’ 
livelihoods and further migration flows around the world. 
Social protection 
Social networks of tribal members, nuclear family, and friends from the DRC or 
South Africa function as a social protection net. Whenever there is a problem, people 
go to their respective networks to get support. Congolese contribute monthly to their 
tribal networks rather than formal club savings such as Old Mutual and others. Only 
two of the people interviewed contributed to formal savings schemes. 
 Almost all respondents contribute to informal saving. There is no fixed 
amount that informal saving schemes’ members must contribute to the informal 
savings networks since all members do not have the same possibilities. In some 
groups there are different contributions for male and female members on the 
assumption that males have access to better opportunities than females. The smallest 
contribution recorded is R5 coming from a woman who earns R400 per month 
whereas the biggest is R200. It comes ironically from an unemployed woman who 
lives from the earnings of her children and grandchildren. The average is R50. A few 
people who work in the formal economy contribute to both informal tribal social 
networks and formal club savings. Formal savings are with a corporate institution 
such as Old Mutual. These contributions help members who save through the tribal 
networks, as well as those who also have formal savings, to deal with random 
events. They also support newcomers. However, whenever a death occurs in a 
specific ethnic group, given that it costs more than the tribal community can afford, 
all other Congolese refugee and immigrant networks contribute to cover the costs. 
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 Savings and access to banking facilities tell that three-quarters of the sample 
save some money. Half of respondents do not have access to banking facilities. They 
save their money at home risking theft from anybody including their countrymen 
and others, and confiscation by corrupt policemen who regularly raid buildings and 
flats inhabited by Congolese refugees and foreigners in general. Interviewees with 
access to banking facilities, representing 23.3 percent of the sample, are all working 
as security guards because security companies have some agreements with banking 
institutions for this facility.  
 During my participant observation and from my own experience, it 
appeared that every Congolese refugee draws on informal saving schemes at 
different levels even if he/she does not contribute. In fact, since the rationale of 
tribal networks and contributions is to make people mutually help one another at all 
costs, for those who do not contribute, the network members have the duty to assess 
the reason behind the lack of contribution. If the person does not have an income the 
tribal schemes unconditionally assist him/her as an emergency case. Then they teach 
the person survivalist economic activities. In the case of a lack of contribution 
without convincing reason, the concerned individual benefits from other members’ 
contributions in very extreme cases such as death, illness, accident, or a funeral in 
the household in order to motivate other members to contribute regularly for fear of 
being forgotten by the networks. 

Livelihood strategies and problems that Congolese refugees face in Durban
In this section, I am going to assess how the experience of the flight and the 
circumstances in Durban impact Congolese livelihood strategies. This section 
examines the qualitative findings pertaining to and influencing the decisions the 
refugees make regarding livelihood strategies. It shows that these experiences and 
circumstances in Durban circumscribe their employment opportunities. In the 
absence of easily obtained employment, respondents are dependent on social 
networks and organisation such as churches for financial and material support. 
Thus, the livelihood strategies are broader than simply employment. 

Social networks, officials and organisation 
Social networks 
Social networks refer to ties of all kinds and various people and institutions and 
kinship which provide social, financial and political support in order to facilitate 
social development of their members (Al-Sharma, 2003: 18; El-Abed, 2003: 5). 
Responses from my structured and unstructured interviews, and the participant 
observation, revealed that in fact social networks play a crucial role in Congolese 
refugee’s lives and constitute a reaction to the social exclusion they face in Durban. 
They also constitute a social net against random events such as illness, police arrest 
and death. Congolese refugees’ networks in Durban derive from those back home 
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where successive governments have been unable to provide for the basic needs of 
their people. Hence, people have been forced to rely on social connections in both 
the formal and informal economy in order to make a living (Amisi and Ballard, 2004: 
12-19). Social networks are active well before, during and after the flight as the 
quotes below illustrates.  

In Maputo, an Anglican priest told me that life is very difficult and dangerous in 
South Africa. When I insisted that I must come to South Africa, the priest gave 
US$50. I paid my guide to help me cross the Mozambique-South African borders. On 
our way, my guide found 11 single guys each of them paying US$45…. When the 
taxi stopped in Durban, the driver called a gentleman and told him he had foreigners 
who wanted to see their friends and relatives. We all jumped out and wanted to talk 
to the man. He divided us into five groups according to nationalities. Then he asked 
to the two Congolese, myself included, our provinces of origin and ethnic groups…. 
Suddenly, I saw someone from Uvira and who belongs to Bashi ethnic group. He was 
so surprised to see me there and took me to their flat. …I spent three months there 
with free meals and accommodation (Respondent No.7, September 27, 02).  

The following again shows the importance of religious connections. 

At midnight, my father helped me to cross the Rusizi River which separates the DRC 
and Burundi. Once on the other side of the river, my father went to hide me in a 
Roman Catholic Church at Kamenge/Burundi. The next day, he came to visit me and 
brought me US$200 to pay for my transport from Bujumbura/Burundi to anywhere 
else where the Hutu and Tutsi issue is not as important as in Burundi and Rwanda. 
In the Parish, I met a lot of Congolese from the DRC who were asking for money 
from the priests to flee the war zone. We were three girls and two boys (Respondent 
No.7, September 27, 02). 

Social networks are very dynamic. They link Congolese refugees to their country of 
origin, possible country of destination if known, to other relatives and family 
members across the world. They can be deliberately well planned or spontaneously 
formed to face specific challenges such as unexpected events on the journey to the 
country of destination. Some refugees move in a group. Others prefer to diffuse the 
risk and create some back-up mechanisms as the following quote point out. With 
regard to survival strategy, this illustrates the need for reliance on others. This is 
important, as it will be seen to be a key component of the survival strategy of 
Congolese refugees in Durban. 

We were so anxious about travelling without any travel document that we decided 
to move in three groups of two people. The first to go has to tell others how things 
are on the way, where the next team leaves, what route to take to avoid possible 
trouble with police or military, how to avoid getting sick without any chance of 
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being rescued by others, etc. It was strategic to do so because we did not like to be 
trapped all together, for example. There must be a rescue team somewhere ready to 
intervene (Respondent No. 29, May 12, 02).  

A wide range of people contributes to the journeys of Congolese refugees. These 
people include ordinary citizens, police and religious leaders (pastors and priests, 
and Imams). Also important are Congolese social networks which provide vital 
information about migration route and costs, first accommodation and information 
about job opportunities, survivalist abilities, and welfare during their stay in Durban 
(Amisi and Ballard, 2004: 7). 

Whenever Congolese refugees arrive their first survival instinct is to locate people 
from their home country. Congolese refugees take advantage of any small, and 
sometimes negligible, details that may help them identify and meet their 
countrymen. These details include Congolese languages, hairstyles, clothing, 
appearance and way of walking. That is why migrants have had to develop these 
observational skills and use them as assets. The following quote gives an example of 
what happened, in one instance, on arrival and of the introduction into the informal 
activity of cutting hair and shows that this decision is dependent on a social 
network.

The taxi dropped us at Durban Station. I checked around and asked a black male 
where I could meet the refugee population. He told me to walk along Umgeni Road 
and ask people inside tents who were cutting hair. Then we found a tent and people 
speaking Swahili. …We then asked where we could find Fuliru people. These people 
knew some of them. They led us to Fuliru informal tribal leaders. Once there, we got 
three months assistance in terms of free food and accommodation. Then they 
explained to us the job opportunities available to the refugee community. These jobs 
include hairdressing, guarding cars, being a security guard and doing shoe repairs. 
But they insisted that the easiest job was hairdressing. They taught me the job and I 
quickly became independent… (Respondent No. 2, November 20, 02). 

The following quote illustrates the advantages of being identifiable: 

The lady recognised us as foreigners from our clothing and hairstyles which were 
very different from local ones. Our accent and very poor English later confirmed the 
lady’s assumptions. The lady asked us where we were coming from. We replied 
saying that we are Congolese. Then the lady started talking to us in Swahili, one of 
the four national languages of the DRC (Respondent No. 14, June 15, 02) 

Yet, these identifying traits do not always bring happiness to Congolese refugees. 
They may also bring trouble and thus they have become a weakness since they help 
South Africans and the police to recognise them as foreigners. They may 
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consequently become subject to harassment and, sometimes, to illegal arrests, as the 
following quote shows.

At Jozini, on 96.01.15 we found a roadblock. Police ordered all passengers to jump 
out and stand in line. Because many passengers, South Africans included, did not 
have ID, the police found another way of dividing people into two groups: locals and 
foreigners. They greeted people in Zulu with: ‘Sanbonani, Kunjani bafowethu …’ I 
failed the identification test and was consequently recognised as a foreigner because 
every black person and South African in KwaZulu-Natal must speak Zulu. I was 
arrested. Police exchanged few words with me. They continued with their 
identification procedure checking my left arm and concluded that I was Mozambican 
because of a vaccination mark. Then they looked at me carefully and said I was from 
Central Africa … (Respondent No. 13, May 22, 02).  

Indeed, in a purely local context where not speaking Zulu exposes Congolese 
refugees as foreigners and thus may subject them to xenophobic attitudes of some 
local people, speaking a language other than Zulu is dangerous. I recalled the advice 
of a South African policeman and friend: ‘If you cannot speak Zulu at night, use 
signs to show your interlocutor that you are deaf. He will leave you in peace’.  

It is clear that the assistance of a social network is vital to survival, both immediate 
and regarding job seeking, and also that it is not just people from home that are 
crucial but also that other groups such as the Muslim community are particularly 
helpful. 

When we reached Durban, the first two people we met gave us free accommodation, 
meals and clothes. They explained to us what kinds of jobs were available. I have 
chosen to train as a security guard because it needed just training. Our friends paid 
for me and showed me different training schools. They said it was much easier to get 
help from the Muslim Community before1993. Even now, Muslims are still more 
helpful than other religious organisations in Durban. They provide accommodation, 
food, clothes, however small the quantity, and more importantly useful information 
on how to integrate into this hostile country. It seems that now the demand is so high 
that Muslims cannot assist like before (Respondent No 29, May 12, 02). 

Social networks, as explored in the previous pages and backed up with respondents’ 
statements, and empirical evidence around us, do however also have their 
downside. I will support this claim with the following example. Social networks 
may be a disincentive to new projects because the first members to arrive were not 
successful in that particular occupation for reasons such as lack of qualification, 
entrepreneurship, or perseverance. A respondent reports that Congolese refugees 
advised him not to count on his academic qualifications to earn a living, but rather to 
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look for a job as a security guard or a car guard. However, the problem with this was 
the extent of competition in a field with few job opportunities.  

Behaviour of officials and NGOs compared to refugees’ expectations 
Congolese refugees in general experienced officials as inefficient and unprepared to 
be of assistance and reported that they found Durban to be very different to their 
expectations. Congolese refugees came to Durban for a variety of reasons but have a 
common background of foreign aggression, socio-political instability and massive 
human rights violations which means that they have a tendency to mistrust people 
while at the same time, as has been shown, they are heavily reliant on others. 
Refugees’ expectations in South Africa accord with their knowledge of the 1951 UN 
Convention and the 1969 OAU Protocol of African Refugees. These treaties 
recommended to members that they fully assist refugees in a holistic way. The 
aspirations and hopes of Congolese refugees vary according to an individual’s age, 
marital status, and family size, level of education back home, previous occupation 
and standard of living. But these aspirations also are influenced by experiences back 
home where the UNHCR fully supported refugees from other countries and hence 
refugees expected the same level of assistance in South Africa. Indeed, to quote some 
respondents:

We came to South Africa for three reasons. First, we believed that a country which 
overcame such bad racial segregation and human rights violations must be the right 
place to get asylum and protection because people know how bad war is, having 
experienced it. Second, as a Christian, I thought that South African people could 
teach me forgiveness and reconciliation that I would share with my brothers and 
sisters back home in the DRC. Third, in South Africa, I guessed that there should be a 
better opportunity for high standard education. But I am very disappointed. None of 
these have happened (Respondent No. 7, September 27, 02). 

I came to South Africa for peace, security and protection because the Great Lake area 
is burning and our contact in Belgium advised my parents to send me here because it 
safe (Respondent No. 27, September 27, 02). 

Key people such as officials and NGO leadership are perceived to play, in general, a 
negative role in assisting Congolese refugees to establish sustainable livelihoods. 
Indeed, 83.3 percent of respondents reported having problems with Home Affairs, 
the city officials or the police. City officials repeatedly deny trading licences and sites 
to Congolese informal traders, whereas police harass and illegally raid their 
residence, arrest refugees and seize their assets. Home Affairs officials are said to 
deny proper identification documents, work permits for well-paid and qualified 
jobs, and trading sites and permits for the informal economy to refugees. While it 
may be correct to say that the comments regarding city officials could apply equally 
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to poor South Africans, the perception of respondents, as the following quotes 
illustrate, show that respondents feel they being targeted by Home Affairs. 

My children have always been in big trouble with the Home Affairs officials since 
they force my children to extend their permits for a very short period of time and so 
keep them away from work. Every time they come back, other people are working in 
their respective sites. The children struggle all the time to find new places 
(Respondent No 11, September 27, 02). 

Home Affairs officials and the police used to come in the salon looking for work 
permits and business licences even though they know that we do not have access to 
these document because we are refugees and we are involved in such small 
economic activities in the informal economy (Respondent No. 14, June 15, 02) 

Congolese refugees experience many difficulties in order to comply with South 
African laws and regulations. It is stipulated, for example, that the Security Officers 
Board (SOB), should register everybody who wants to work in the security guard 
industry. Although there are few other job opportunities available to refugees, 
Congolese no longer have access to this registration. The officials in charge argue 
that only South Africans, and the few foreign nationals who have permanent 
residence, are entitled to be registered. As result, Congolese refugees go 
underground and either become registered through bribery or false SOB registration 
numbers. It is claimed that some officials from SOB are pushing refugees to bribe 
them. The following quote illustrates these points: 

As security guards, we are not allowed to get a SOB number any more because we 
are foreigners. To avoid that barrier we are forced to bribe officials in that service or 
simply buy a SOB in the underground market. (Respondent No. 15, June 17, 02). 

In the quotes that follow, respondents answered questions regarding the police. 
They claim that:  

As informal traders, police said that we were not allowed to sell second clothes 
because they are dirty and shameful for South Africa and thus they seize them 
(Respondent 15, June 17, 02).  

I had a lot of problems with metro police. They did not allow me to create my own 
business in the city so that I could earn more money (Respondent No. 1, September 7, 
02).

Police harassment does not only occur in terms of the regulations of the city. It also 
includes their personal interests vis-à-vis the business that Congolese refugees are 
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involved in. For example, respondents complained that some policemen want free 
service.  

…. We have problems with the police because they want us to repair their things for 
free. If they pay, they pay less than other people (Respondent No. 28, June 29, 02).  

… Police have begun to visit our business to check papers. They regularly arrest us 
without reason. We were forced to bribe them. One day, police arrived drunk and 
didn’t pay. (Respondent No. 3, June 16, 02) 

Besides problems with the police, Congolese refugees have no right to emergency 
health care. Whenever they go for medical consultation in public hospitals, the first 
question is ‘Why did you come to South Africa and when are you going back home?’ 
As a result, many Congolese refugees stay at home with their illness until they get 
money from friends, ethnic group members, and family members for consultations 
with private, expensive medical practitioners. Among my thirty respondents, only 
one household has joined a club saving and a medical aid scheme. 
 However, this general view of a lack of or poor service delivery to refugees 
from officials is counter balanced by another where the police played a role in 
providing accommodation, of a sort.  

… when we chased by the building supervisor because of overcrowding, at 18:00, … 
we ended by being arrested by a police patrol van which dropped us at Point Road 
Police Station where we were charged with ‘walking around without a well-defined 
destination’. But when we explained to the police what happened, we were arrested 
for seven days in quite unusual conditions since we were free to walk around during 
the day and come back to sleep at night. On our 8th day, we found a group of Swahili 
speaking refugees who agreed to give us free food and accommodation for seven 
days. We went to report the matter the Police Station Commander who said: ‘Guys, 
from this moment, you are free men. I will escort you to Park Street because I know 
the area very well, there are a lot of foreigners there and it is dangerous’ … 
(Respondent No. 5, November 23, 02) 

Poor service and manipulation of the former Durban Refugee Forum and South 
African NGOs in general are uppermost in refugees’ minds. However the generally 
negative perceptions of NGOs are countered by the following quote in which a 
KwaZulu-Natal NGO, the former Durban Refugee Forum, assisted one respondent.  

We spent the first night at the hospital. My wife was giving birth while we did not 
know where to go. ‘Refugee Forum’ the following day helped my children and me. A 
Congolese we met at the bus stop because we could not speak English fluently took 
us there. Forum has paid for accommodation for us for a week but not given us food 
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or cash. From there we met another Congolese who took us to his flat for two weeks 
and led us to a car guard company’ (Respondent No. 17, May 4, 02) 

Problems affecting livelihoods strategies  
Congolese refugees face many problems in their day-to-day challenges which begin 
from the time they plan or are forced to flee the DRC at very short notice for 
sometimes unknown destinations. These problems include social exclusion, sexual 
exploitation during the journey and at the destination, low and irregular wages, and 
mistrust among them both in South Africa as well as back home. 

Social exclusion 
In the context of this study, social exclusion means lack of entitlement to social-
economic basic needs including employment in both informal and formal sectors, 
social services such as education, health care, equal protection by the police, and 
equality before the law. 
 Regarding employment which, in normal circumstances, speeds up the 
inclusion of foreigners in their host country and provides them with dignity and 
autonomy, the general perception of respondents and the field notes from 
participant observation point to their difficulties. The response to the questions 
‘Why did you become a trader? Did you have to apply for a trading permit? Do you 
enjoy being a trader?’ show that DRC refugees feel excluded from the mainstream 
economy by ‘key officials’. 

I became a trader because I did not have an opportunity to be employed as a nurse to 
make enough money for my family. I have unsuccessfully applied for a South 
African Nursing Council registration number for four consecutive years… In the 
informal economy which I do not like, I have not succeeded in getting my trading 
site and licence, as do many other foreigners in informal trading. We never got it. 
(Respondent No. 13, May 22, 02). 

Respondents believe that the Department of Home Affairs did not provide them 
with the correct identification (ID) document and that this has excluded them from 
education. To the question of ‘did you have any problems with city officials, local 
traders … or Home Affairs, respondents said:  

I have been in big trouble with Home Affairs officials who give us inappropriate 
identification documents which do not allow us to get the trading permit and site. 
The refugee status determination process is another problem because it is very slow. 
I have been in Durban since 07.07.2001 and today is 06.10.2002 I never got my status 
(Respondent No. 30, June 17, 02).  
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Also relevant is the fact that respondents were unable to open bank accounts. 
Indeed, 50 percent of respondents declared that they were unable to access banking 
facilities due to inappropriate identification documents.  
 Respondents consider that city officials sidelined them in terms of trading 
sites and licences forcing them to rent illegally from other traders and thus 
worsening their livelihoods. The following quote illustrates this:  

I was charged at least once a week a fine varying between R300 to R400 without any 
reason just to try to discourage me in the business. One day, I found the door of my 
bar sealed by the police and it was the end of my business. I lost a lot of money 
invested in beer and bar equipments and the electricity account deposit. I could not 
go to complain anywhere since it was the same institution which came to seal the 
door. I had the necessary papers to open and run the business, but still I cannot do it 
for obscure reasons (Respondent No. 3, June 16, 02). 

Vawda (1999: 5) strongly agrees with these respondents regarding the social 
exclusion that the South African government structurally imposes on foreign 
immigrants and refugees. In fact, despite the ‘right to seek work’ which is given to 
refugees by the South African state, there is a ‘lack of assistance in securing jobs as 
well as registration as work seeker with the Department of Labour’, and a lack of 
access to basic social services. Vawda (1999:  6) continues arguing that: 

… Often denied access to jobs that they have been trained for in their countries of 
origin such as teachers, medical personnel, engineers, economists, and technicians of 
various kinds, most foreign immigrants (refugees included) have turned to working 
for themselves in the informal economy such as street traders, car guards, tailors and 
security guards… In effect, regardless of their knowledge and professional support, 
structures effectively deny legitimate African immigrants access to work 
opportunities. This is further entrenched by a slew of racial xenophobic prejudices. 

Yet, Vawda (1999: 5-6) attributes the social exclusion that foreign immigrants and 
refugees face in South Africa to political transition leading to economic reforms 
which ‘legislatively favour the formerly disadvantaged black South Africans’. 
 Social exclusion also exists within the DRC refugee community. In fact, as 
the respondent below shows, mistrust, division and conflicts between DRC refugees 
occurs along geographic and linguistic lines (Sabet-Sarghi, 2000: 63-64). This is 
effectively supported by the respondent below: 

I told the truth that my family came originally from Angola as my parents were 
living in the DRC as refugees. I do not even speak Portuguese. I worry because I am 
not able to integrate into the Congolese social network and ethnic groups in Durban. 
I paid the huge price of being excluded. (Respondent No 21, October 5, 02) 
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These findings on DRC refugees’ social exclusion, as limiting factors to the refugee 
community livelihood strategies, accord with Hunter and Skinner’s (2002: 22-23) 
research findings in the Inner City Durban. They found that foreigners who work in 
the informal economy are not recognised as economic agents and as a result, ‘key 
officials’ deny them trading permits and sites, permanent sites and proper 
identification documents. Hunter and Skinner (2002: 22-23) also found that police 
harassment and bribery were other challenges that foreigners face in the informal 
economy in Durban. In a separate study, Ballard (2003: 105) argues that the slow and 
very long process of asylum application coupled with corruption, ineffective refugee 
status and identification documents, and ‘marginalisation of migrants within policy 
making within the municipality’ constitute barriers to refugees. Gotz (2003: 31) 
concludes on social exclusion and poverty that: 

It is recognised that the ‘poverty’ suffered by the poor communities is not simply a 
problem of a relative lack of income. Poor communities generally struggle with lack 
of mobility; a lack of access to public facilities that might enable them to minimise 
their survival and social reproduction costs; inadequate opportunities to make 
connections into the arenas where power is exercised and resources flow; and 
stunted networks which would otherwise facilitate collective risk-sharing and 
reproductive endeavour.  

Exploitation and abuse 
Exploitative practices also include ‘voluntary’ exploitation which is accepted by the 
recipient. This takes different forms and may conflict with the Congolese culture that 
refugees are trying so hard to protect. The incidence of sexual exploitation en route to 
South Africa has the effect of making women afraid of involvement in economic 
activities in the informal economy which remains the main sources of income of 
DRC refugees in Durban. This makes women more dependent on males. In the 
process of migration, women travelling to South Africa experience terrible things 
that they were not prepared to talk about because they want to protect their dignity. 
 Various economic actors also exploit Congolese refugees from the country of 
origin to the country of destination. Indeed, from the informal agents of different 
nationalities who facilitate their journey to well-established Congolese refugees who 
arrived in the first wave and thus built networks on which the new arrivals drew to 
settle in their host country, to the South African private sector (South Africans and 
others) which employs Congolese asylum seekers and refugees, many people in the 
chain abuse the newcomers. An example of exploitation in Durban came from an 
informal trader regarding the suppliers of goods for Congolese informal traders:  

I made an ordinary order to my suppliers of sweets, chocolate, and spare parts who 
are based in Johannesburg by phone, as usual. Then I confirmed the order. But when 
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I went to collect the goods one of them gave me different products from those I had 
ordered. It was what another customer had refused. Since I did not order these items, 
I refused to take them. Then this supplier took me to the police station in Hillbrow. 
The police officer in charge of our case obliged me to collect and pay for these 
products since I did not have any written evidence of what in fact I ordered .... I 
spent R2 000 on that order and back in Durban, I could not sell these items. It was a 
huge loss from which I never recovered... (Respondent No. 10, July 20, 02) 

As noted earlier, it is possible that South Africans may also suffer this exploitation in 
the informal economy but the perception of refugees is that it is directed at them and 
that this greatly influences their ability to engage in entrepreneurial activities. An 
example of exploitation refers to the relationship between partners in which males 
may abusively exploit their female counterparts, forcing them into a perpetual cycle 
of dependency often created by teenage pregnancy. In fact, they became dependent 
because they are pregnant; and the pregnancies and the babies that follow make 
them more vulnerable to risk and random events such as illness and consequently 
more dependent.  

Fortunately, few months later, I got a Congolese girl who is the mother of my 
daughter. She is so pretty that many guys were moving around to propose to her. I 
was so anxious and insecure that the only way to make myself feel safe was to make 
her pregnant as quickly as possible so that she would become less attractive to other 
guys both from the DRC and South Africans, and fully belong to me (Respondents 
No. 10, July 20, 02). 

That is why there is a need to remember that one of the most frequent and easy 
means to make ends meet are exploitative sexual relationships which negatively 
affect more females than males and contributes to the spread of HIV/ AIDS. These 
relationships include ‘concubinage’ (Crisp, 2002: 16) or ‘Living Together’ in the 
South African definition in which a woman or man receives rewards against sexual 
favours from regular partners. My participant observation revealed that 
‘concubinage’ has spread to commercial prostitution through escort agencies in the 
‘Wheel Area’, part of the area from which the sample was drawn. Due to the 
increasing number of single female refugees without substantial means of 
subsistence and the relatively easy access to locals this appears to be becoming more 
common. Locals can provide advantages to Congolese refugees since they can assist 
their boyfriends and girlfriends to a permanent residence permit and later to South 
African citizenship if they marry them, either as a proper marriage or as some kind 
of ‘marriage of convenience’.  
 There was also exploitation of both males and females at their work place by 
business owners, in the following instance by a man who was also a Congolese. 
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After getting my papers to live in South Africa, I went to speak to the workshop 
owner who gave me a test. I passed the test so well that I got the job the same day. I 
was paid in terms of a percentage. Indeed, I was getting 12 % of the bill that my boss 
was charging his customers. A few months later, I realised that I was under paid 
because I should get 50 % of the bill, and him, because he was the workshop owner, 
50 %. From there, my wish was to create my own workshop but I did not have 
enough money to do so. (Respondent No. 28, June 29, 02)  

Low and irregular wages 
The lack of access to formal employment and the xenophobic attitudes of some 
South African civil servants including Home Affairs officials, police and city officials 
constrains Congolese refugees to work under conditions in which  employers, both 
South Africans and well established refugees, and employees disregard the South 
African labour law in terms of contracts and working conditions. There is, for 
example, a security company co-owned by a Congolese refugee and some locals 
which still employs Congolese refugees with no formal contract or a day off at R25 
per day. Both the employers and the employees are aware that nobody is willing to 
interfere and thus there is no way of complaining.  
 The service sector is also an area in which Congolese have been exploited by 
both South Africans and the well-established refugee community as a whole. Indeed, 
with regard to shoemaking and repairs, radio, TV and VCR repairs for example, 
refugee workers, as shown in the previous chapter, do not earn more than R500 per 
month as an average wage. This corresponds sometimes to the bill for one or two 
appliances whereas, in fact, more appliances are repaired. Since refugees, and 
particularly new comers, do not have any other alternative, they rely on these jobs to 
establish themselves or as springboard towards something better. 
 Exploitative practices are apparent and mainly exploit the new comers and 
the less fortunate. The following section includes examples of indirect exploitation 
whereby individuals’ desires come before the interests of the group. This, again, may 
increase tensions between different refugee groupings and within communities and 
consequently reduces the possibilities of seeing the refugee community acting as a 
whole, united and focused on common gaols.  

Mistrust 
This is another strong theme. Throughout interviews, respondents repeatedly 
mentioned the lack of trust within the Congolese refugee community in South 
Africa. This lack of trust had its roots in the social and political turmoil, struggle to 
survive, and successive wars in the Democratic Republic of the Congo on the one 
hand, and between them and their host community, on the other hand. The effect is 
that respondents are cautious about the very people and the networks on whom 
they are dependent in order to survive.  
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 Well-established refugees, as well as those who have no socio-political status 
and strong social networks and ties within the refugee community and between the 
refugees and South Africans, are subject to manipulation from mainly South African 
NGOs in exchange for receiving some financial and material assistance. This 
increases the level of mistrust within the refugee communities. For example, the 
interview with the chairperson of the Mennonite Church Committee, (MCC) in 
Durban revealed that the availability of assistance for tertiary education is 
transmitted to the refugee community by ‘word of mouth’. One can therefore 
question the objectivity of the selection criteria. The information is not widely spread 
by the conventional means of communication such as radio, newspaper, and public 
notice in areas mainly occupied and frequently visited by Congolese refugees. These 
areas include Home Affairs, at the Refugee Reception Centre, churches, Albert Park, 
the Wheel, and South Beach as described in my methodology.  
 As a result, well established refugees strengthen their social and economic 
position while those who struggle to survive try to keep their heads above water by 
spying and reporting, if need be, incorrect information against other refugees. In 
practice, this situation results in making tertiary education sponsorship available for 
only Congolese refugees who come from one ethnic group and province. This 
manipulation and duplicity reinforces mistrust and social tension to such an extent 
that there has been no refugee community representative in Durban for six years. 
One respondent’s story was that: 

I stay alone because people say, ‘Peace has no price’. I do not like problems any 
more. I come from a stable family in terms of income … But unfortunately, one of the 
three guys flatmates I know from the DRC sent a letter to my father claiming that I 
had become a drunkard. The only thing I do in South Africa is drinking beer and 
going out with Zulu girls. Thus my friend advised my parent to not send to me 
money any more because I could not study and succeed. Then my father and the 
whole family became angry with me and changed their mind. Can you understand 
that? And the worse, the whole story is lies! I have tried my best to explain and 
convince my parents in vain! My parents dropped me because of my friends … Can 
you imagine that! (Respondent No. 24, June 30, 02). 

Participant observation reveals that his friends were indeed right about his 
behaviour, which is similar to that of the majority of refugees. This behaviour may 
be explained by the frustration of seeing their expectations vanishing with no hope 
of a bright future and by the erosion of ‘old values and norms about essential issues 
such as the relationship between husbands and wives, parents and children, rich and 
poor’ (Turner, 1999: 9). As a result, many Congolese refugees drink day and night, 
become violent, and use drugs ‘to help them forget’ their deception in Durban. 
Informal divorce is common when husbands are no longer able to support their 
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families. Some married individuals become involved in informal prostitution to earn 
a living.  
 Many Congolese refugees do not trust other nationalities either due to the 
bad memories they have of past experiences. In reality, they have often been victims 
of crooks who robbed them of money or personal items during their trip. 

At a specific point, we met six Mozambicans who offered to guide us by bus to the 
South African border without travel documents. We agreed. Then three of our 
guides advised us to leave our bags with them so that they could use a short cut and 
join us the other side of the border. They claimed that we had to trust them because 
we were still with their friends and colleagues. In the bush across the park, the three 
others pulled out their guns and knife telling us to drop everything... In turn, the 
three who stayed with us had to take everything from us as their part of the deal 
despite the agreement, from Mozambique, of US$50 per person from the 
Mozambican border to through South Africa. After taking everything from us, they 
too vanished into the bush (Respondent No. 1, September 7, 02). 

Experiences such as this, I found in my participant observation, have made refugees 
very hesitant to trust others and have created difficulties in the establishment of 
small business. The questions for this interview, given its economic orientation, were 
not designed to capture xenophobic feeling. Despite this, it was evident that name-
calling, hatred, verbal and physical aggression, and death have been mentioned as 
‘being part of everyday city life’ (Amisi and Ballard, 2004: 8). In addition to this, the 
wide range of problems that Congolese encounter with both officials and NGO 
leadership in reality decreases the level of trust towards South Africans. These 
experiences exacerbate the feelings of mistrust which earlier experiences had given 
rise to. 
 Nevertheless, as different Congolese interact with different South Africans, 
it is normal to expect various reactions. This was one response which showed a 
dislike of foreigners:  

They are very different. Some customers are good and helpful, while others do not 
have a human heart. They ask when are we going back home. They claim that 
refugees are too numerous in South Africa (Respondent No. 17, May 4, 02)

A car guard responding to the question of ‘how your customers treat you’ went even 
further and revealed that his University fees were paid by one of his regular 
customers.

My customers are very good. One of them even paid for the registration fees and 
gave R2000 in cash (Respondent No. 5, November 23, 02). 
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Many Congolese refugees entered South Africa with the help of locals either as 
agents, a rural person on a farm, or a taxi driver. The dialogue below illustrates how 
people who met for the first time cooperated and understood each other, alone, late 
at night, without even a hope of meeting again. It also illustrates the unexpected 
kindness that refugees sometimes encounter from total strangers. 

Respondent No 12 (June 1, 02): … There (in van), I found another three passengers. It 
was very windy, cold and dark. I could not speak. They were all speaking Zulu. 
Then the first passenger jumped out. Since he could not afford to pay R50 for the 
transport fees, the driver took his shoes, watch, and clothes. The second passenger 
could not pay either. The driver confiscated his bags, shoes and clothes, except his 
underwear. The third passenger paid R50. I was scared that the driver would ask me 
for money which I did not have. I was expecting to meet my son’s friend to pay for 
me in Durban. I had his home address. I remained the only passenger in the van. I 
tried to be as perfect as possible to the driver in order to avoid trouble. I started 
smiling without reason to in order to show him that I am confident and economically 
stable. 

Driver: ‘Come and sit with me in the front’, he said.  

Respondent: ‘… I am a refugee from DRC, Central Africa, far from here. I am going 
to visit my son’s friend in Durban. He is going to pay my transport fees without any 
doubt. Please, do not disturb me!’ I told the driver. 

Driver: ‘Do not worry baba. I will take you there but let me first leave the company 
van at my work place. I will do it with my own car until you meet your people’, he 
replied.

The respondent continued: ‘… When we found the place we knocked on the door 
and someone opened the door for us. I introduced myself and they gave us seats. 
They then told us that my son was back from Cape Town. He was working 
nightshift. I asked them for R50 to pay the driver. They paid and added two bottles 
of beer as a sign of gratitude for everything he did for us. 

Since it does not appear that these refugees will be in economic competition with 
them these locals do not worry about people entering illegally. This example also 
supports what I said in the beginning of this subsection regarding the fact that many 
locals are not unkind to refugees. That is why for many Congolese refugees: 

Ignorance was seen as key reasons for hostility, with refugees complaining that 
many South Africans could not even identify the refugee’s home country on a map. 
One speaker even told a refugee that he thought the DRC was somewhere near Cape 
Town. If a person’s origin is not properly understood – Congolese refugees said – it 
likely that they will ‘think you are a demon’ (Amisi and Ballard, 2004: 8) 
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The problems with mistrust by refugees is clearly expressed by Robinson (2002b: 64; 
cited in Hynes, 2003: 9) who stresses that: 

…. Many asylum seekers have had to learn not to trust people to survive. Their 
persecution in the country of origin may have been sparked by a casual comment 
made by a neighbour, a colleague, a friend or even someone who wished them ill. 
Thus prior to crossing a border and becoming a refugee, the capacity to mistrust is 
great.  

…. Fleeing persecution involves the agent who arranges your flight will also not 
trust you. He will ask you for full payment in advance and he may not even tell you 
which country he is going to smuggle you into. You will not be told the route, the 
identity of your guides, even the identity of your fellow travellers (Robinson, 2002b: 
64; cited in Hynes, 2003: 9). 

In the United Kingdom, for city officials, the internal division among Somalis, the 
absence of an ethnic economy, and the lack of common political vision have been 
contributing factors to fragmentation among refugees (Griffiths, 2000: 228-289), as 
was the case with the Durban Refugee Forum vis-à-vis Congolese refugees in 
Durban.

Search for economic well being 
Congolese refugee’s economic well-being varies according to constraints and 
opportunities that refugees face at a specific time. The interviews make clear that the 
types of income earning activities depend on social networks and ties that refugees 
established on arrival. The further expansion of social networks within the refugee 
community and toward South Africans depends on interactions between Durban 
Congolese refugees, and with other Congolese refugees and immigrants outside 
Durban and across the world.  
 Congolese refugees take whatever opportunities they can to establish their 
livelihoods and increase their resilience to shocks and uncertainty in the changing 
and new social fabric they live in. That is why they are active in hairdressing, 
shoemaking and repairs, guarding cars, prostitution, and child labour. Also 
important is the fact that there is no clear division between the economic activities 
that refugees perform to survive since these activities overlap and refugees move 
between activities according to constraints and opportunities that emerge. 
Opportunity maximisation also includes combining more than one job, 
manipulation and maximisation of the few opportunities, income from sources other 
than employment such as creation of small community based organisations, creation 
of ethnic based political parties and churches, membership from various religious 
organisations, and providing more than one service.  
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Emigration  
Congolese refugees who are not able to cope with the hardship of their living 
conditions in Durban opt to move back to refugee camps around South Africa. These 
camps include the camps of Namibia, Mozambique, Botswana and Zimbabwe. 
Others who adapt and do not foresee sustainable livelihoods in Durban and South 
Africa as a whole prefer to migrate to Europe, America, Australia, or Asia 

Conclusion 
This research had three main objectives. Firstly, it tried to understand livelihood 
strategies of DRC refugees by exploring social networks as a form of social capital. 
Secondly, this research focused on evaluating problems that Congolese refugees 
encounter in their day-to-day lives in Durban and the roles played by different key 
officials. Thirdly, this research looked at analysing the refugees’ income generating 
activities and how Congolese refugees cope with random events such as death, long 
term unemployment, illness or arrest.  
 The key findings revealed that the Durban Congolese refugee community is 
diverse, complex, and heterogeneous and this was reflected in my sample. Indeed, 
the youngest respondent is 17 years whereas the oldest is 62 years old; the least 
skilled respondent did not complete his primary education while the most educated 
has his PhD. But the majority of respondents are young and fall into the 21-30 years 
group and most have at least a secondary education and this conforms with the 
refugee profile in South Africa (Hunter and Skinner, 2002: 9, 14; Mail & Guardian 
Online, December 11, 2003). 
 Regarding incomes, the informal economy remains the main source of 
income of Durban Congolese refugees. Household income does not come solely 
from employment. Remittances equally play a crucial role. However, Congolese 
refugees’ incomes are mostly used to cover accommodation-related expenses since 
they live in town where rent is high compared to the townships around the city. 
These livelihoods are not sustainable due administrative barriers erected by the state 
in this sector and the general trends and patterns of the informal economic activities 
sincethere are links between working informally and being poor since the average 
incomes are lower in the informal economy than in the formal economy. As a result 
a higher percentage of people working in the informal economy, relative to formal 
sector, are poor. However, there is no simple relationship between working 
informally and being poor or working formally and escaping poverty (Chen, et al.,
2001: 15).  
 This is true because regarding the profit of informal activities Hunter and 
Skinner (2002: 18) argue that: 

…it particularly difficult to assess profit levels of activities. Income in the informal 
economy is erratic – changing from day to day, month to month, year to year. 
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Informal businesses seldom keep records that reflect theses changes. Further, there is 
often little separation between business income and business expenditure, business 
and household expenditures… 

Female refugees mostly work in hairdressing and as traders in different market 
niches around Durban and flea markets. As a result, their incomes are low and 
changing compared to male refugees who work in a wide range of economic 
activities in the formal employment including security guarding, hairdressing and 
repairing electronic and appliance equipments.  
 There is a link between education and income levels regardless of the field 
of activities although this link was not the focus of this study. Some respondents 
who have qualifications or technical skills have been employed in the same field as 
back home. This is more relevant for respondents who work in appliance and 
electronic repairs and are teachers. For others, despite being in the same job as 
others, my results show that respondents with a higher education, whether 
employed or self-employed, tend to earn a higher income. This money is used to 
start businesses (Hunter and Skinner, 2002: 15; Amisi and Ballard, 2004: 7), to cover 
the expenses of the journey or to be used as social security. Similar findings have 
been recorded in Brazilians’ migration to the United States of America and Canada 
(Goza, 1999: 10). As a result of this flow of money, in this case study of Durban 
Congolese refugees, only 10 percent of respondents are below the South African 
national poverty line of R345 per capita per month (UNDP, 2003: 41).  

Social networks are active long before the move from the DRC, during the move and 
afterward. Social networks play critical roles in the lives of Durban Congolese 
refugees and consist of a wide range of people for different and sometimes 
conflicting reasons. This finding is consistent with other research, in South Africa 
and elsewhere (Hunter and Skinner, 2002: 15; Amisi and Ballard, 2004: 6; Goza, 1999: 
15, Massey et al., 1998: 48). However, these networks can also be harmful in terms of 
different sorts of exploitation, age and gender inequality vis-à-vis access to 
information and network resources because social networks are rooted in cultural 
values (Amisi and Ballard, 2004: 10; Goza, 1999: 4), both self and other-exclusion, and 
may cause a deterioration in the trust which should strengthen these social networks 
and families in exile. Nevertheless, mistrust is not unique to the Congolese refugee 
community in Durban. In fact, Bonacich’s (1973) findings about minorities and Kunz’ 
(1973) model of refugees in flight, cited in Stein (1981) argue that refugees are less 
likely to trust one another because: 

Most refugees however, are subdivided into many waves and vintages that may 
differ greatly, have different experiences, and may even be hostile to one another. 
Refugees ‘vintages’ refer to the fact that those who leave a country at different points 
of time are fleeing from different pressures and have different backgrounds.  
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Robinson (2002b: 64; as quoted by Hynes, 2003:9) points to the same direction as I 
already expressed it in regarding refugees and mistrust. Griffiths’ (2000: 294) 
findings mainly attributes the lack of trust and hence fragmentation of the refugee 
communities to  

‘the absence of political projects in the refugee group and the group’s relation to  
home society and the competition over resources mediated by the multicultural 
discourse of the local state’.  

Other problems that Congolese refugees encounter consist of a lack of proper 
identification documentation and thus a lack of access to banking facilities, and a 
lack of proper work permits for both the formal and informal economy of the city in 
which they live and contribute in various ways. They are also affected by police 
harassment, xenophobia and social exclusion. The findings of this research match 
with Sabet-Sarghi’s (2000: 50) and Hunter and Skinner’s (2002:18) research outcomes 
in Durban which revealed that refugees do not have rights to proper identification 
documents and thus to well-paid and secure employment in the formal economy or 
to employment and banking facilities. In the same vein, Vawda (1999: 6) maintains 
that:  

In effect, regardless of the skills of immigrants from Africa, … lack of local 
knowledge and professional support structures effectively denies legitimate African 
foreign immigrants access to work opportunities. This is further entrenched by a 
slew of racial and xenophobic prejudices… Often denied the access to jobs that they 
have been trained for in their countries of origin such as teachers, medical personal, 
…most have turned to working in the informal economy as street traders, car guards, 
street hair salons, tailors and security guard …    

This study has three limitations. I used purposive sampling in order to capture what 
I judged useful for my research and considering the difficulties of designing a 
sampling frame. As a result, my findings cannot be generalised because probability 
sampling was not used  and I am not able to claim that I have chosen the right 
respondents and justify it since accurate statistics on Congolese refugees are not 
available. Lastly, there may be some kind of bias because the researcher is also a 
refugee. These limitations were minimised firstly by including a wide range of 
respondents taking into account gender, marital status, family size, diverse previous 
and current occupations, and individuals from different places in Durban and 
different ethnic groups and provinces in the DRC. Secondly, I used thirty interviews 
with a wide range of themes and quantitative and qualitative analyses, and NVIVO 
software and Constant Comparative Analysis. Thirdly, I analysed my data with 
people who are not involved in refugee related issues. That is why I am confident 
that my findings are accurate, fair and relevant. 
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These findings call for a holistic approach to the management of the city of 
Durban which includes all economic agents since each and every one has a role to 
play for the sustainability of local economic development. Refugee issues should not 
remain forever ‘a blind spot in the Metro government or a taboo to policy 
development’ (Ballard, 2003: 108) because, whether it is widely recognised or not, 
refugees are here to stay.    
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The paper explores some of the core themes that arise from a sustained 
ethnography* that spans the turbulent years of South Africa’s transition to 
democracy. In focusing on the emerging tensions in what used to be a strong 
horizontal solidarity of ‘comradeship’ since the 1980s, it explores why the ‘elastic 
band’ that held the movement together still holds, however stretched, despite 
divergent socio-economic needs among its members, despite class mobility 
experienced by significant numbers within its cohorts and finally, despite mounting 
challenges to its ‘elasticity’.2
 It shows how (among the 400 people that the ethnography covered) how the 
‘transition’ has proven to be extremely beneficial to 51% of this cohort; how 25% 
remained ‘stuck’ in the occupational milieu of the 1980s/early 1990s, and, how 22% 
experienced rapid deterioration of life-chances. In this longitudinal study I trace the 
shifts in consciousness and notions of solidarity and trace how livelihoods strategies, 
notions of race and ethnicity and most importantly notions of class get re-defined by 
the year 2000. It is a small contribution and perhaps, a final curtain-call for a 
generation of black worker leaders who, since the 1973 Durban strikes- that ushered 
the new trade unions on the historical stage-were a core component of the resistance 
against racial domination and economic inequality in the country.3

The Road Map 
In 1988, I was responsible for co-coordinating a violence-monitoring project 
following the effects of the civil war in KwaZulu-Natal, the very same war that 
spread to Gauteng through migrant workers to the hostel system and its 
surrounding townships.4 At that stage we5 were trying to assess the toll of the 

2 These themes of ‘horizontal comradeships’ and the ‘elasticity’ of their cultural formations are explored in 
my ‘Autobiography of a Trade Union Movement’ in Kriger, R and Zegeye,A (eds) (2002), Culture in a New 
South Africa, Kwela Books: Capetown. See also, my (1997) ‘Neither Gold nor Bile: Industrial and Labour 
Studies and Socio-Economic Transformation’ in African Sociological Review, vol.1 no 1. 
3 Similar concerns and their implications for the trade union movement as an organisation animate 
Sakhela Buhlungu’s work. See his (2002) Full-time Officials and The Dilemma of Leadership: A Study of the 
Dynamics of Democracy and Power in the Post-1973 Trade Unions, PhD thesis: University of the 
Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. A more ‘concentrated version’ of his findings can be found in his (2000) 
‘Generational Change in Union Employment: The Organisational Implications of Staff Turnover in 
COSATU Unions’ Transformation.
4 On the violence and its implications on trade unionism and black working class communities see, 
Bonnin, et al, (1996): The Struggle for Natal-Kwazulu: Workers, Township Dwellers and Inkatha, 1973-
1985, in R. Morrell (ed) Political Economy and Identities in Kwazulu-Natal, Indicator and Natal University 
Press, Durban. On the hostel violence see my (1994), ‘The New Tribalism-Hostels and Violence’, in the 
Journal of Southern African Studies, vol 22 no.2. 
5 I was co-ordinating then, the Labour Monitoring Group in Natal which started with researching and 
publishing on the growing boycotts and stay-aways, providing an alternative source of information 
during the various states of emergency. As the violence increased, it became necessary to monitor the 
effect of all this on the democratic trade union leadership in the region. As this was quite clandestine then 
much of the research and information appeared anonymously in various publications. For the early work 
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violence on black worker leaders and provide alternative sources of information, 
trying to redress the clampdown on news everywhere in the country. Some of the 
experiences of that regrettable period were written up anonymously and/or under a 
pseudonym. I was fortunate to be involved at the same time in a network of cultural 
activists in the trade union movement who had embarked on a substantive project of 
oral history.6 Discussions with the Congress of South African Trade Unions in the 
province of Natal led to an insistence that my primary concern should be in 
providing the ‘most objective’ picture possible.7
 The original idea was to institute a monitoring project8, which was as 
extensive as the presence of organised labour in the country. Such a grand idea 
proved to be unfeasible (neither the human nor the material resources were 
available)- the best I could come up with was a ‘reliable’ list of 400 leaders9 - in equal 
shares from trade union , women , youth leaders and cultural activists in the labour 
movement. The choice of a hundred for each ‘category’ was to create a capacity to 

of the Labour Monitoring Group see (1985), ‘Monitoring the Sarmcol Stay-Away’ in South African Labour 
Bulletin , 11(2), 89-112. 
6 One of the results of this work was the above-cited (2002) ‘Autobiograhy of a Trade Union Movement…’ 
7 Such ‘objectivity’ was a necessary survival tactic as well by 1992/3 as I came to chair the Media and 
Culture committee of the Peace Accord’s Local Dispute Resolution Committee which provided access to 
me to extreme areas of conflict but made it very difficult to speak or write about it in public. 
8 The Monitoring Project was seen as a supplement to the remarkable coverage of violence by the Black 
Sash and their dozens of committed women who worked relentlessly and provided witness to the 
violence and meticulous information on the dead and injured in black communities and by Prof John 
Aitcheson’s Pietermaritzburg-based initiative that spanned the civil war in the Midlands. 
9 Leaders were defined as those elected to lead by the various structures. This involved shop-stewards 
from the trade union movement, working-class leaders (shop-stewards and unemployed) from the 
women’s movement (the Natal Organisation of Women), elected youth leaders from the areas the 
shopstewards came from and cultural activists/ leaders from COSATU’s worker cultural locals. The final 
list had therefore 52% men and 48% women. 75% over-30 year-olds and 25% youth. On trade union 
structures see, Pityana,S et al, (1992) Beyond the Factory Floor Ravan Press, Johannesburg; see my (1992) 
‘Democracy and the Trade Unions of the 1990s’, in K.Nurnberger (ed) A Democratic Vision for South Africa,
Pietermaritzburg. And the longitudinal overview provided in Adler, G. And Webster, E. (eds) (1999) 
Consolidating Democracy in a Liberalising World: Labour and Transition in South Africa, London: Macmillan. 
On women participation, see Debby Bonnin’s work, especially (2000) ‘Claiming spaces, changing places. 
Political violence and women's protests in KwaZulu-Natal’ in the Journal of Southern Africa Studies, 20(2) 
and her (2001) ‘I am poor, I must start all over again’. The impact of political violence on household 
economies: A case-study from KwaZulu-Natal’ in Society in Transition, 32 (2), 2001. On youth, see my 
(1992) , ‘The Making of the ‘Comrades’ Movement in Natal in the Journal of Southern African Studies,
September. And, Monique Marks’ (2001) Young Warriors: youth politics, identity and violence in South Africa,
University of Witwatersrand Press: Johannesburg. On culture and cultural structures and activism, see 
Astrid Von Kotze’s (1987) Organise and Act: The Making of a Worker Theatre Movement , Culture and 
Working Life Project: Durban. 1989: see my (1989) Le Vol du Gwala-Gwala, le culture dans le movement 
ouvrier au Natal, in Nouvelles du Sud: Arts, Literatures, Societes, Vol.12, 191-215. and (1992) « The Voice and 
Gesture in South Africa's Revolution’, in International Annual of Oral History, (ed) R.Grele, Greenwood: 
New York. Also, Debby Bonnin’s (1999), 'We went to arm ourselves at the field of suffering', traditions, 
experiences and grassroots intellectuals’, in Labour, Capital and Society, 32(1). 
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provide some measureable consistency in the reporting process. The list involved, by 
1990, a range of people traversing KwaZulu-Natal and the East Rand10. Although the 
‘list’ allowed for some nuance, the ability to keep a systematic contact with everyone 
was difficult.11 As is well-known, such violence continued throughout the early 
1990s and continued for some months after the elections in 1994. 
 It was only in 1995, when people were re-building their lives after the 
violence subsided, that a more coherent picture could emerge and the real 
experience of what had occurred, was beginning to be re-counted through in-depth 
interviews. By then the ‘list’ had shrunk to 361 as 39 people lost their lives mostly 
through the violence (29 people).12  The agreement with the trade unions and by 
then structures of the MDM (the Mass Democratic Movement) was that any 
information contained in this, by all accounts, unsuccessful attempt, was to be 
handed over to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. The most that was 
achieved in terms of the monitoring project, was contacting as many people as 
possible to bring their cases to the Commission. If the effort yielded little that was 
not known about the violence, it started yielding a tremendous amount about the 
sociological convulsions underpinning South Africa’s transition. On the eve of 
Mandela’s tenure as President I thought of revisiting the people listed, now as a 
sociologist accountable only to my very own curiosity, to corroborate my own 
everyday sense that the transition and its energies were not as neat as most accounts 
of it were. What follows is a summary of the main trends, leaving the more 
qualitative narratives for a more extended manuscript. 

The Past’s Presence 
Crucial in understanding the subjective experience of the transition years, among 
this leadership cohort, is the highlighting of the enormous crisis that preceded it. 
 The civil war and the sources of violence in KwaZulu-Natal have been 
carefully studied.13  What was laid out by a variety of serious scholars and 
corroborated by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was that Inkatha’s 
‘counter-mobilisation’ to check the rise of an alternative movement in the province, 
started in earnest in 1985 and its armed might got seriously entangled with the 

10 After the ‘hostel violence’ on the Witwatersrand I reconnected with the East Rand areas which were the 
site of my PhD research in the early 1980s. The result was the ‘The New Trivbalism…’ piece, op cit. So East 
Rand leaders were added to the cohort. 
11 During the last week of every month there was a joint ‘onus’ on my behalf or on the ‘listed’ leaders to 
make contact. If this failed there were 9 local resource-people who would try and follow up, failures in 
contact. In KZN, this effort was coordinated by the late Elson Gcwabaza who survived the violence only 
to be murdered in 2003 by still unknown assassins. 
12 The rest died of accidents and/or ‘diseases’. 
13 Kentridge M (1990) An Unofficial War, Capetown: David Phillip. see also, Bonnin et al, (1996) op.cit.
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regime’s counterrevolution within the space of a few months.14 Violence in the 
province escalated as primarily black working class areas became the epicenter of a 
desperate struggle for territorial control. The contours and tragedies of this 
conflagration belong elsewhere. Its consequences though are vital for this narrative 
in two ways. 
 Firstly, the violence destabilised ‘everything’. In all the accounts this is a 
period of total ‘disturbance’ where people got encoiled into processes that spun out 
of control. The extreme situations that were to follow created in tow, serious 
personal and social crises and, most importantly, a crisis in the leadership’s capacity 
to continue leading. Whereas the rise of resistance and the mobilisations it nourished 
made people feel ‘enabled’ to struggle and lead, their world was ‘turned upside 
down’. Secondly, prior to the conflict only 52% of them identified strongly with the 
Congress tradition15 in any way, in barely four years they perforce assumed such 
identities or, failing in their own capacities, they uploaded hope to ‘heroes’ or the 
liberation movement as a whole.  
 But when ‘disturbance’ and loss of control coincided, such ‘uploading’ of 
hope reached the ‘metaphysical’ arena as well: the increase of the usage of muti for 
‘war’ or ‘protection’ has been written about elsewhere.16  My own facts show its 
constant usage among this leadership by 31% prior to the violence, reaching a 68% 
through it, and dropping to 47% by 2000. Alongside the search for customary cures 
and medicines, ‘religiosity’ increased as well.  
 These were extreme times: so extreme, that 80% of the people concerned 
were dislocated from their communities and fled their homes to avoid being 
targeted or killed. They all lost touch with their immediate networks of solidarity for 
extended periods of time. 65% had/possessed guns. 59% were involved in direct 
violence and combat. 45% of them were directly attacked. The difference between 
those in Natal and those on the East Rand was that all the former ‘knew’ their 
‘enemies’ and assailants; they were members of their own communities. On the East 
Rand, they were an external force ‘those Zulus from the hostels’.  
 The simple and overwhelming feature of those ‘disturbed’ years was that 
‘comradeship’- the sense of belonging to a community of ‘amaqabane’ with its 

14 See my, (1986) ‘Where Wealth and Power and Blood Reign Worshipped Gods- A Sociological Analysis 
of the Durban Troubles, August 1985’ South African Labour Bulletin, 11 (4),p.85-121On the broad trends of 
the United Democratic Front and the Inkatha conflict, see Jeremy Seekings’ (2000) The UDF- A History of 
the United Democratic Front in South Africa 1983-1991’ Capetown: David Phillip. 
15 ibid.; Also my (1989), ‘Ethnicity, Nationalism and Culture in Natal's Labour Movement’, in Institute of 
Commonwealth Studies' The Societies of Southern Africa, vol 15 no.38, London,pp267-278. 
16 Some of these continuities and their problematic consequences are explored by Thokozani Xaba in ‘A 
Disenchanted Modernity. The Accommodation of African Medicine in Contemporary South Africa’ in e 
Silva Cruz, T and Sitas,A (1998) Gathering Voices. International Sociological Association: Montreal 
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reciprocal obligations was consolidated. It signified a shift from the ‘practical’, the 
‘rhetorical’ and the ‘heroic’, to the ‘substantive’: a deep sense of reciprocity, of 
belonging and of practical care.  
 Their life trajectories though changed since the transition to a post 
Apartheid society. The ‘story’ of the 1990s, of ‘Mandela’s Decade’ is revealed in the 
following simple statistic, already alluded to in the introduction: 

51% Upwardly Mobile 
25% ‘Stuck’ in the same occupation 
22% ‘Deteriorated’ life-chances. 

For the majority the decade since Mandela’s release has been materially rewarding. 
 Yet, a substantial number remained ‘stuck’ in their old jobs and activities, 
experiencing only incremental improvements in their life-chances. 22% of them lost 
their jobs and access to prior resources and have come to constitute the backbone of 
activities in the ‘survivalist/informal’ sector. The remaining 2% got themselves into 
serious ‘criminal trouble’ by deciding to devote themselves to violent crime and/or 
the peddling of drugs. 
 The ‘mobile’, the ‘stuck’ and the ‘deteriorating’ are not representative of a 
broader macro-trend in South African society: far from it, as they constituted an 
‘advantaged’ stratum/ position in the transformation process. They were after all, 
crucial leaders in a profound movement that challenged apartheid and the status 
quo. If corporate management and the state were looking (as they obviously did) for 
leadership potential to embark in a process of transformation, these activists 
constituted an already pre-selected and tested constituency of talent. Yet, 
sociologically, they did reflect the patterns of South Africa’s black working class: 
53% of them were first-generation urban workers with significant connections to the 
homelands. 27% were second-generation urban residents, 15% were third-generation 
urban residents. Of those who were first-generation ‘urbans’ with significant 
connections to customary and/or rural areas, approximately half lost all such 
‘connections’ through the civil war. For them ‘Inkatha (- controlled) areas were 
another country’. 
 Secondly, they were all ‘militant democrats’- accountability, mandates, 
grassroots consultations, were part and parcel of their daily existence.17 They 
distinguished clearly between themselves and the ‘others’, the ‘theleweni’ who were 
ruled by authoritarian populists who believed in the patriarchal, ‘I say so, so it is so’.
They were in a sense among the ‘best’ democratic organisation and resistance 
managed to produce through the 1970s and 1980s in the geographic areas under 

17 See David Ginsburg et all, (1995) Taking Democracy Seriously, Durban: the Indicator Press. 
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consideration. Most of them were ‘products’ of the post-1979 period, when trade 
unionism and its social movement features begun to manifest themselves. Yet, a 
significant 18% of them were active and youthful participants in the Durban strikes 
of 1973. 

The Mobiles 
For those (51%) who became ‘mobile’ after the transition, their affluence 
outstretched their ‘wildest expectations’. In hardly four years they were members of 
the salariat, earned anything between seven to fifteen times of what they were 
earning before, drove their own cars and a 55% of them had moved in terms of 
housing, to ‘better areas’. 
 Of all the variables I attempted to correlate with the fact of mobility, only 
prior Education shows any significance. The higher the education, the more people 
seem to be mobile. This correlates well the ‘other’ way: the lower one’s formal 
education, the more one finds oneself in the category of the ‘losers’. The institutional 
pull of the transition seems to dis-favour ‘oral’ people and seems to prefer some 
formal educational competency.
 The only exception to this trend is to be found among women: their mobility 
was independent of education. Furthermore, only women made it higher than 
middle-level management positions and climbed higher to top managerial positions. 
Only eight women in such a cohort managed such mobility, though. Furthermore, 
40% of them lived and continue to live independently as heads of household with 
their children and a growing number of dependents from relatives who cannot 
afford to educate or look after them and children from ‘comradely networks’. 
Especially in the ‘mobile’ cohort, the average number of people they are ‘looking 
after’ reaches the number of 8-10. The fascinating aspect of this is that it is only those 
‘stuck’ who identify ‘education’ as the reason why ‘some people moved and others 
didn’t’.
 Those who became ‘mobile’ entered the state, management or large-scale 
NGOs with a mission: to be ‘bearers of transformation’ or ‘agents of transformation’, 
‘nation-builders’ or ‘community sensitive champions’- they saw themselves as 
servants of the new democratic dispensation. 

Challenges in the Middle Strata 
The ‘comrades in middle-management’ experienced untold challenges once they 
started occupying their new official functions. Their encounters based on their 
narratives, can be divided into three broad phases. The first was a period of 
‘goodwill’- they were ‘there’ to ‘make a difference’, to ‘re-align their organisations 
with the directions of the new South Africa’. They were ‘people’s people’, ‘in touch 
with the grassroots’, they were supposed to ‘handle people-to-people relationships’, 
and they were to ‘make things happen’. They were out to ‘prove (their) worth’. This 
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initial ‘goodwill’ was quickly ‘checked’. The checking of this ‘goodwill’ led to 
frustration and in turn to a phase of ‘status incongruity’ where their legitimacy was 
severely challenged. This led to a third phase, where they started mobilising their 
energies, making empowerment and Africanisation their priority. 
 The first crucial problem that started ‘frustrating’ them was that a peculiar 
glass ceiling blocked their mobility. However much their experience and prior 
education got them to move ‘upwards’, the paltriness of their qualifications kept 
them within the bands of the middle or lower managerial functions. They lacked the 
qualifications a modern bureaucracy makes clear in its rules for progression. Not 
only where they ‘stuck’ midway to the top, but they were also concentrated mainly 
in human relations-related areas where they were seen to be the new intermediaries 
between top management and the shop floor. 
 Furthermore, they felt demeaned and humiliated by their interactions with 
white and middle-managers of Indian descent, who saw them as ‘political’ 
appointments, as ‘incompetent’ and as ‘skill-less’. In their perception, the raising of 
issues of ‘standards’ in work performance, in demanding ‘endless evaluations’ they 
were betraying their ‘unreconstructed’ racism. They simply ‘felt threatened’ by the 
new incumbents and could not break-away from Apartheid-created mental models. 
‘Instead of appreciating our goodwill, they played racial games…we had to bow and 
scrape to their goodwill to tolerate us…we were treated like monkeys…’ 
 As a consequence, the experience of racial tensions in their working lives 
increased and made them realise that their only allies in ‘this game of power’ and 
status were to be found on the shop floor, on the lower rungs of the hierarchy and 
sought the support of the broader blue-collar and African constituency for their new 
battles. Their common-cause was and continues to be around skills, standards of 
performance and shop-floor mobility. 
 At the same time they were frustrated by the inflow of a new generation of 
black ‘University people’ into the bureaucracy and in the managerial structures who, 
unlike them, had the necessary qualifications and by implication, a different 
mobility track. This new generation was seen to be ‘disloyal’ and ‘shifty’ and not 
ready to recognise their authority in processes of decision-making or decision taking. 
These ‘new moegoes’ had not been ‘of’ the ‘struggle’, they were ‘individualist’, and 
they were ‘opportunists’. 
 Through this new interface of tension and contestation they found 
themselves, searching for educational opportunities to consolidate and further their 
advancement. This proved difficult: they were within an age-cohort where further 
education became a burden to their family lives. Their part-time studies and training 
interfered with expectations of more quality time devoted to their new social 
experience Also, management preferred to support the education and training of 
younger and more qualified groups in their ranks. About half of the ‘mobiles’ (a 
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term used by the ones who were ‘stuck’) were already working under a more 
qualified ‘African youngster’ whose ability they sincerely, doubted. 
 At the collective level, a nascent racial populism is on the ascendance 
amongst the ‘mobiles’- ‘Indians’ and ‘Whites’ are a ‘problem’ and ‘enemies’ in a zero 
sum game of either ‘us’ or ‘them’. They demand an end to ‘Eurocentric’/ 
‘Apartheid’/ ‘Racist’ blockages, standards of performance and other ‘nonsense’. 
 The most salient feature of the racialised ideas that permeate their lives, is 
that they do not only frame ‘stereotypes’ but that among 9% of them, they have 
shifted to perceptions that have crossed an emotive boundary into racism. Whites
and Indians are ‘so and so’ (usually derogatory statements follow), essentially, 
naturally and unchangingly. ‘They are so’ inherently and they constitute an obstacle 
and an expendable surplus in organisations in South Africa. Although the origins of 
these perceptions are to be found in a lethal dialectic of an ‘anti-racist racism’ (in the 
classical Sartrean and Fanonist sense), they are beginning to mature into a positive 
and practical philosophy of ‘being’. Despite the fact that such ideas are held in a 
small percentage of the broader mobile cohort, they are bound to have a major 
impact. We can therefore speak about, however impossible I thought such a 
conclusion was going to be, an embryonic black racism in the middle strata of the 
society.
 For the majority though the main expression of racialised ideas is close to an 
African nationalism that has lost the open-ness18 of the national liberation 
movement. Amongst them belonging is natural ‘for all those who were ‘Natives’ 
‘Bantu’ or ‘Plurals’ in previous racial dispensations’. The ‘rest’, the ‘others’ can 
belong only through permission, a permission granted by their own spontaneous 
classification schemes. No one but they can decide who belongs and who doesn’t. 
Such a framework ‘externalises’ Indians, Coloureds and Whites. 
 For another small minority, (8%) the essence of the national democratic 
revolution continues to be non-racial, but their view is that it will take years to 
materialise. It is, I was told, only concrete struggles over concrete issues that will 
shift the ‘false consciousness’, the feelings of ‘superiority’ and the racism of other 
groups. The crucial distinction is this: the idea of non-racialism has been that blacks 
will prove that they are capable of being equals- through education, capacitating and 
training; through proving to others that they are worthy of equality. This was 
rejected with contempt. The others instead have to prove their non-racism through 
‘concrete struggles’ and solidarity. They have to prove that they are ‘brothers and 
sisters’. 

18 On the distinction between open and closed nationalisms see Leo Kuper´s analysis in Wilson, M and 
Thompson, L (eds)(1972) The Oxford History of South Africa, vol II: South Africa 1870-1966. Oxford: the 
University 
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 If this co-hort had an eye ‘upwards’ towards further mobility, it had another 
‘downwards’ towards their old comrades. Part of this has to do with their self-
definition: they still themselves as part of the ‘productive classes’, as non-owners of 
the means of production. A third of them still belong to trade unions that organise 
white-collar workers and are still, mostly, members of COSATU –affiliated trade 
unions. Even those who are not members of trade unions, minimise and trivialise 
their newly-found life-chances and their pay-packets, their moves to more middle-
class suburbs away from their old township ‘matchboxes’ and so on, as 
consequences of how capitalism works. They still rationalise their beliefs as part of a 
broader labour movement. 
 The main reason given in their answers is neither political nor theoretical: it 
has to do with social and cultural preoccupations, a politics of ‘decency’ and 
reciprocal obligations. 62% stressed that they made an effort to be with their old 
comrades at weddings and funerals, to visit them as often as possible, to seek them 
out when in trouble, to help them with their current problems, to enroll them on 
committees and to support their old community’s social, recreational and cultural 
activities. They saw themselves still as ‘men and women of the people’. Yet, 65% 
agree that many of the new fields of activity their new status has opened up for them 
and their families, take them away from their old constituencies and communities. 

The ‘Stuck’
Those who remained ‘stuck’ in their own words, paint a picture of a process that went 
through three phases as well: like the mobile cohort, they experienced an initial time of 
‘goodwill’. This was overtaken by an intensive a crisis as their job security was 
‘assaulted’, ‘decimated’, ‘restructured’ as their workplaces experienced dramatic levels 
of ‘down-sising’ as the economy in turn, felt the competing rhythms of a global 
economy. The third phase was a period of re-building ‘from the ruins’. 
 Their initial ‘goodwill’ was defined by their effort in ‘making things work’; to 
do ‘(their) bit for the new democracy’; to participate in decision-making as this was 
made possible by the new Labour Relations Act; to ‘bring the working class’ into the 
new forums and partnerships. This by all accounts, was not easy. They found 
themselves incapable of trusting management. Instead of consultation and 
participation, experts and consultants were brought in to change the nature of work. 
They were being called to help legitimise job-losses, intensification of work and low 
(below inflation-rates) wage-increases. 
 Unlike the ‘mobile’ cohort, issues of race do not feature extensively in their 
recounting. Most certainly I was told, there was an increase in racial incidents but they 
explain this away as a result of ‘black workers standing up for their rights and 
speaking out what they thought and kept silent about’ in the past. This ‘brought out’ 
the white racists who then could be challenged effectively and decisively on the shop-
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floor. In their stories, racism exists in a continuum spanning the past and the present 
and will only disappear gradually with the ‘new generations.’. 
 Their most overwhelming experience (90% of this cohort) was around 
defending and protecting jobs. As both vulnerable and successful firms downsized and 
restructured, (the former because business declined, the latter because business 
increased in the shadow of global competitiveness) their time and their meetings were 
spent on devising defensive strategies to protect their co-workers. They felt that the 
effort was not futile and each one had numerous examples and details of how their 
contribution saved many jobs. Whether this feeling is based on fact or fiction, in the 
light that 20% of formal jobs were shed in the overall South African economy19 is 
irrelevant, in their version of events, had they not been there, the consequences of 
restructuring would have been even more devastating. 
 At the same time, realising that they were stuck, about a third of them started 
attending a variety of classes and training programmes to improve their personal 
position. This has not been easy as the pressures on them from their families and 
networks to act in a variety of supportive ways as the only wage earners in a sea of 
unemployment added to their ‘burden’. They have understood what their ‘deficit’ was 
in terms of mobility but feel too constrained by ‘pressures’ to redress it. 
 For the majority (72% of those ‘stuck’) trade union power diminished vis-à-vis 
management’s prerogatives and diminished too, within the ‘Alliance’ between the 
ANC, the Communist Party and the trade unions- despite the fact that they have been 
challenging the ‘situation’ as best as they could. A few mentioned that it was easier to 
influence decisions at the ANC local and branch level, rather than wasting their time 
trying to be ‘heard’ through their trade unions. 
 Furthermore, most of the participation ideas failed even when management 
showed ‘goodwill’ towards them. The main reason given again, was that external 
consultants engineered most restructuring, bringing onto the shop floor new rules, 
new ways of working and new designs. This was done in the ‘spirit of global 
competitiveness’ with minimal worker input. The only participation was later: ‘how to 
make the consultants’ messes work’. 
 They also found that their status as wage-earners made them more 
responsible in their broader families’ activities and livelihood strategies and, although 
their wages have been gradually going up, the pressure of reality, made their 
purchasing power limited. They do complain about the costs of basic services and the 
fact that most of their income and loans had to make up for what they lost in the civil 
war. Such losses were extensive: from houses gutted or damaged, to places looted and 
to the burden of loans entered to during those hard times. 

19 See my ‘From People’s Skills to People´s Jobs’- Report to the Edconomic Development Departmant, 
Durban Metropolitan Council, 1998. 
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 If there is a constant and re-curing theme in their accounts is that the 
‘voluntarism’ of the old days was dying. They found it hard and they found it 
amongst their co-workers harder still, to devote their time to ‘good causes’. The new 
freedoms of movement, the normalisation of their children’s lives, the increasing 
funerals they had to attend, their role as emerging elders in their networks, left little 
time. They also devoted a lot of their energies, as the ‘more experienced people’, 
helping others establish small businesses and survivalist activities. Many of them are 
‘doing things’ they never had time to do before- anything from ballroom dancing to 
coaching youth in soccer, from becoming members of school committees to elders in 
church groups. They also commented on the fact that a new hard-nosed subculture is 
rising: ‘you don’t want to do things for free’ because ‘no-one does things for free in the 
new South Africa’. 
 At a deeper ideological level, they see themselves as ‘the working class’ or its 
core productive component. Their labour is seen as the source of wealth in the country 
and the source of state revenue. They do see themselves and their communities as the 
‘just recipients’ of re-distribution. Their ‘line’ on every issue from housing to pensions, 
from the restructuring of work to state services, is one of ‘class’, which shifts from 
antagonism to state policies to cooperation with institutions of the new dispensation. 
There is in their statements, a hint of a growing subculture of ‘co-operative alterity’. 
 At the level of their own individual life-chances, the responses tended to be 
fatalistic. They seem resigned that they will only see marginal improvements for 
themselves and their families. They are optimistic though, that ‘things’ will get better 
for the majority of black people in the country but they invariably add, that ‘things’ 
will not get better without ‘struggle, struggle, and struggle’. There are ‘two fronts’ to 
this ‘struggle, struggle and struggle’-to get rid of the ‘real counter-revolutionaries’- the 
gangsters and thugs in their communities; and, to make ‘all leaderships accountable’. 
The examples of ‘unaccountable’ leaderships traverse the trade unions, their local 
political branches, development institutions, municipal councilors and customary 
authorities. 
 They are ‘in touch’ with both their ‘mobile’ and ‘deteriorating’ comrades- their 
encounters continue mostly at social events and through reciprocal visits. In such 
encounters they converse freely about their respective problems, exchange 
information and discuss solutions. In the words of one of them, ‘no doors have been 
closed’. Their common past still animates much of their conversations. 

The Deteriorated 
Those whose life-chances deteriorated through job losses had also gone through 
distinctive phases of emotion through the transition: the first phase was described as a 
period of a ‘million promises and a thousand handshakes’ – it involved a lot of 
discussions with power-brokers about new opportunities; it also involved planning for 
alternatives, ‘waiting, contacting and waiting again’. The second phase prompted 
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them to act- they tried to valorise the many political contacts they had made and to try 
and activate their networks to generate some kind of livelihood. The third phase, 
following closely upon the failure of all their ‘efforts’ has brought with it a significant 
level of disillusionment. 
 The dominant interpretation though is that ‘it is still all-possible’: if it were not 
for corrupt intermediaries and individuals, the ‘movement’ would have been able to 
look after them. It is the intrusion of ‘unprincipled elements’ and ‘thieves’ in the 
movement who keep them away from success for their own benefit. Another inference 
was that ‘if it was not for illegal immigrants’, ‘unprincipled operators’ in the streets, 
and, a general ‘anarchy’ in the informal sector, they would have been able to establish 
something more secure for themselves. 
 Most of my intellectual and practical work has been in enhancing the 
encroachment politics of the vulnerable sectors of the working class, so a more 
thorough account for the dynamics in this sector is provided elsewhere.20 Vulnerable 
economic activities involving this cohort of leaders span the city and the country, local 
authorities and customary ones and an endless process of negotiating space, losing 
space, re-grouping and encroaching further. In this, their comradeship networks have 
been vital. In an area of economic activity where so many needy people are involved, 
each one with their own networks, the ‘mobile’ and the ‘stuck’ comrades remain 
valuable resources for their efforts. 
 Some (10 cases), have experienced such deterioration through alcohol or 
multiple diseases, that their life can literally be described as ‘miserable’. Even when 
more resourceful comrades intervene, they are seen to have become ‘beyond repair’ 
and a further ‘burden’ on their families. 
 Amongst them are some (a third) of the most virulent critics of the 
‘compromise’ that ushered the South African transition: they are critical of the 
settlement with ‘the Afrikaners and the Bosses’; ‘look at them they are stabbing us in 
the back and we are saying thank you’ and the appeasement of the ‘black elite’. The 
majority though blame their prior disadvantage - ‘no skills, no education, no nothing, 
now we are suffering’. 
 If the ‘mobile’ group is experiencing ‘status incongruity’ this cohort is also 
going through similar emotive feelings. Their past leadership bestowed status, now 
they are ‘judged harshly (by) their children’. ‘You destroyed our lives for nothing’ was 
the children’s common motif, or you gave everything and ‘now you are nothing’. 

Trust and Reciprocity 
Unless the horrific period of the counter-revolution is understood, the notion of 
‘comradeship’ remains unfathomable. The nature of ‘umzabalazo’ (struggle) and the 
myriad of reciprocities it necessitated and encultured, are a vital backdrop to come to 

20 ibid 
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terms with present trust systems. Comrades according to their moral code are those 
who were ‘the reliables’, who ‘sacrificed themselves’, who ‘looked after us’; they are 
the ‘genuines’ and all those people the ‘genuines’ say that they are also ‘genuine, now’ 
in turn. Such trust systems encompass the ‘upwards’ and the ‘downwards’ and of 
course, all those of the cohort who are ‘in-between’. 
 Nevertheless, it is also ‘common sense’ that they are disgruntled with ‘the 
situation’ and with the status quo. Such grievances and issues arising from ‘the 
situation’ define their everyday interactions with each other and the rest of society. If I 
am allowed to distinguish between three dispositional categories I have used 
elsewhere21 - of dissonance, alterity and resistance (corresponding to disquiet with a 
situation, to a definition of an ‘us’ and a ‘them’ and to an active defiance and 
challenges to the status quo, respectively) their responses could be grouped as follows: 

Dissonance Alterity Resistance

40% 20% 4% 
(in 36% of the responses I had difficulty in classifying any definite disposition). 

Only 16 people in the cohort have crossed the dispositional boundary towards actual 
resistance. They are not only discontented but they are actually involved in the 
organisation of discontent in a variety of social movements. The fascinating aspect is 
that only half of them have made their ‘comrades’ aware of their activities. Asked why 
this was so, they expressed awkwardness and discomfort about breaking away from 
their sense of belonging. If 4% have crossed such an emotive boundary, 36% are 
becoming disinterested in politics: they are becoming indifferent to calls of further 
involvement. They respect those who are not like them, but they had had ‘enough of 
both toyi-toyi and of promises’. 
 If doing not ‘saying’, deeds not words, praxis not argument, defines the 
distinguishing feature between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ to their cohort- in other 
words that trust is based on demonstrable commitments- then change can only occur 
in two ways: firstly, it is through the gradual disappearance of that generation and the 
appearance of a new one with new priorities and orientations. The new managerial 
and public bureaucracies will recruit new University entrants, the workplaces will 
select and recruit new workers. This might prove difficult because it has to presuppose 
that the older generation in a workplace will not ‘socialise’ the new one into cultural 
formations that preserve past codes of conduct and behaviour. The alternative is a 
break-up from within, as an organic leadership defines a new language that begins to 
snap the ‘elastic band’. For this to occur, it presupposes an experiential rupture, a crisis 
that cannot be externalised any longer and a trusted leadership that says so and is 

21 ‘Neither Gold nor Bile…’ op cit.



RESEARCH REPORTS 2006: VOLUME 1 247

ready to act accordingly. From, the narratives above, ‘outsiders’ armed with new ideas 
and orientations will not be given a substantive hearing. 

For better or for worse 
Intellectual voyeurs and journalists, armed with data of increasing poverty ask 
whether life in the post-Apartheid dispensation could be compared with how life was 
in the Apartheid past. Such a question would be met with intense hostility from all the 
participants in this narrative- even by those whose lives border on destitution. Having 
been in the throws of untold hardships during the Apartheid period and then through 
the violence of a civil war, the fact of peace alone, was a significant one. They all 
emphasised that as a major achievement before they went on to speak about 
substantive rights, about better treatment on the shop floor, about more ‘voice’ in a 
plethora of forums, about fairer and more transparent rules. 
 To the facts of ‘intolerance’ within government, they point to the fact that a TV 
sequel like Yizo Yizo (most of them were disturbed by it) could be and was shown on 
TV. To the facts that many of the projects that flourished under their leadership had 
died in the new dispensation (like the Culture and Working Life Project, the Trade 
Union Research Project and many other Labour Service Organisations’ initiatives) they 
point to the fact that they survived on donor money and that they should have found 
their own local dynamism. The only regret that borders on romanticism was the 
gradual disappearance of an old-style leadership that they admired- Mandela, Tambo 
and Sisulu, Hani and Slovo, Tutu and Hurley. All the others in leadership positions, 
they consider as ordinary people like themselves doing ‘extra-ordinary’ jobs. 
 Pressing on during my interviews in 2000 to understand significant 
reconfigurations of ‘meaning’ that had occurred in the new dispensation, I decided to 
focus on ‘gatherings’ that were seen to be significant. At first, my understanding was 
shaped by a political notion of the ‘gathering’ to confirm intuitions about changing 
priorities. I ended up with an idea of the kind of ‘pilgrimages’ they made that were 
particularly ‘meaningful’ in their life. The following picture emerges in frequencies of 
its perceived importance 

- Mandela Release rally in Durban, (67%) 
- Visit to Robben Island (48%), 
-  Attendance of the Moriah-church Easter Celebrations (38%) 
- Sun City or Lost City holidays (35%) 
- Durban’s Beachfront over festive days (31%), 
- National Team’s (Bafana Bafana) Soccer games (28%) 
- ‘Traditional’ rites of Passage (27%), 
- The Chris Hani funeral (25%) 
- Shembe Church Festivals (22%) 
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Although full of sociological clues such a tabulated response is meaningless unless it is 
periodised to tell a more robust story: It starts from the release of Mandela and the 
Durban rally. This was more than significant because only 2% of the KZN –based 
leaders did not attend. This was the initial highpoint, during the civil war and a week 
after Mandela was released. 
 By 1993, 25% of them (10% from KZN) highlight the importance of the Hani 
funeralat the same time there seems to be a shift towards the Shembe church. The 
coincidence of the two is powerful. Half of those from KwaZulu-Natal who attended 
the Hani funeral also felt attracted towards the Shembe rituals. This corresponded 
with their physical dislocation through the war and the reported increases in 
religiosity and the search for sangomas and inyangas who could ease their plight. 
 By 1995 what emerges significantly is meaningful attendance of ‘traditional 
rites of passage’ as people are beginning to re-build their lives; close in tow by 1996, 
pilgrimages to Moriah up north over Easter increase in frequency; and the celebrations 
of the national soccer team’s prowess throughout 1996. 
 By 1997 as ‘normalisation’ increases so does the Durban Beachfront gains in 
prominence in festive periods including the majority of East Rand respondents who 
chose to travel there. By 1998, visits to Robben Island as a symbolic gesture gain 
ascendance primarily amongst those with better income a ‘pilgrimage’ that also 
coincided with organised expeditions to Sun City/Lost City. From then on, 
meaningful activity fragmented into micro-frequencies of no shared significance. 
 The obvious picture that emerges is that the significance of the ‘politics of 
liberation’ is decreasing, to re-appear as a private symbolic and mnemonic act through 
visits to Robben Island. There is a small core of less than 10% that continues to attend 
ANC-related rallies. Yet, the religious and customary pre-occupations continue and so 
does the enjoyment (by those who could afford it) of leisure-related activities. Their 
eyes though were wide-open to a worsening socio-economic situation: everyone 
highlighted the increase in crime at the grassroots: ‘true, many of the things they buy 
are known to be stolen but the majority sees criminality as a moral affront’. They 
support direct action to get rid of criminals and their households. They also attend 
trade union and community meetings. 
 They were also deeply concerned about the debilitating spread of sickness and 
the frequency of funerals in their communities. Although divided on their views on 
HIV/AIDS and confused by the debates happening in their organisations and in the 
media, they were aware that there was ‘something out there, killing us’. Those who 
were active members in the SACP (South African Communist Party) were almost 
unanimous that HIV causes AIDS and that ‘Mbeki and Manto are wrong’. This 
reflected serious organisational discussion and/or education. In turn, those who 
believed that HIV causes AIDS and still wanted to justify government’s reluctance to 
roll-out an anti-retroviral campaign, rationalise the situation by saying that ‘they (the 
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government) must know something which none of us does and they are not saying it 
because of its consequences’. 
 Most of them were conscious of (and abhor) corruption - they pointed out that 
it was a feature of homeland administration and of local councils in the Apartheid 
period. They added though that ‘now it is becoming a feature everywhere’. There was 
a harsh judgment involved here: ‘comrades are accountable, those who are not, are not 
comrades. Finished. Don’t give us black this or that, or white psychology, facts are 
facts’. They explained this tendency for easy-corruption in terms of disease metaphors 
using the language of viruses, bacteria and contamination. 
 The multi-level privatisation processes that the post-Apartheid government 
has initiated, is definitely seen in a bad light by 62% of them. Their logic was simple: it 
means further job losses and it will come to mean higher costs for the poor. The only 
privatisation that they would consider supporting was a transfer to non-profit entities 
like ‘Section 21’ companies and Trusts. They were also ambiguous about trade union-
linked companies: although the money will went towards worker interests, these 
companies are part of a market-system (‘the system’) and they would have to also 
increase costs adding to the burdens of poorer communities. 
 The greatest ‘scourge’ though, was increasing unemployment. For the 
majority of the leaders interviewed, it lay at the root of all other problems. They 
pointed out that you ‘can’t expect capitalists to solve it, it is against their reason of 
existence’. They insisted that the ‘government must solve it’. Some added that, ‘we 
must help the government solve it’. Yet, others added, ‘if it fails we must force the 
government to solve it’. The mounting pressure for job creation and state intervention 
is bound to reverberate at all levels of the society. 

Conclusion
In conclusion: the elastic band that held the horizontal comradeships of the labour 
movement together in the past has not snapped. The memory of reciprocity and its 
constant re-call and re-invention continues. The radical diversification of needs and 
immediate interests that emerged through the transition exercises tremendous strains 
on the elasticity of the band. Yet, from the evidence at hand if it does so, it will be 
snapped from ‘within’ through legitimate leaders who have been able to demonstrate 
consistency over time. In the meantime, the pressures of rapid stratification and the 
existence of contrary claims over issues do not seem to be sufficient to do so. 
 The articulation of nation, race and class so central in the self-definition of 
comradeships, was being challenged by the everyday reality of divergent needs, yet it 
was proving to be resilient. It would therefore be easy to argue that all the above 
proves the longevity and resilience of nationalism as a defining ideology. It would also 
be easy to demonstrate that this resilience was also due to a more material core: the 
inter-cutting projects based on concrete interests that remain inter-dependent: the 
encroaching strategies of the new poor were unthinkable without those who were 
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‘stuck’ as wage-earners; the mobilising discourses of those in the salariat were 
unthinkable without the others. Each cohort, could be seen to be providing the 
necessary ‘social capital’22 for the other. The articulation of race, nation and class 
continued despite its ‘shifts’ in meaning has been re-configured. People we have come 
to learn from social history and agent-sensitive sociology, are not spasmodic 
respondents to impulses of economic forces or the ‘base’. Finally, they were not 
victims of ‘false consciousness’ or permanent ‘misrecognisers’ of their ‘real’ interests. 
 The narrative concerned a generational cohort that averages an age of 50.01 
years. Its presence on shop floors is ‘thinning out’. The new shop-steward leaderships 
in the trade unions is made up of ‘30 year olds’. These ‘youngsters’ were born in 1973, 
they were ten year olds when the United Democratic Front was formed; those who do 
have a matriculation certification, received it between 1991-3. They were old enough to 
experience the carnage of 1988-1994 and they were, given the youthful nature of the 
‘war’ old enough to have participated in it, but not old enough to lead it. 
 They entered working life as a successful minority amongst growing youth 
unemployment in their own generation.23  They furthermore, did not have to ‘fight’ for 
any of the reforms or the democratic structures the previous generation won and 
created. They are literally, the HIV/AIDS generation.24 On average, they are 1.5 grades 
more ‘educated’ than the generation of the ‘comrades movement’. Their survival on 
the shop floor given the ‘first-in, last out’ principle during job losses, makes them 
latter-day Darwinian winners. The older generation complained about their different 
cultural tastes- to the elders’ preference of ‘maskanda music’, they respond with 
kwaito and hiphop. They see them dismissively as more ‘American than South 
African’ but they also see them as being more entrapped in debt and to the lures of a 
commodity culture. They also see them as restless. The future of dissonance, alterity or 
resistance will be a negotiation between the two generations. 

* This paper is therefore an abbreviated ‘summary’ of the main trends and therefore 
the more qualitatitive narratives are not individuated. Only a lengthier manuscript can 
do full justice to the rich texture of data and voices that have been gathered. 

22 See, Catherine Campbell´s discussion of social capital, (2003) 'Letting Them Die': Why HIV/Aids 
prevention programmes fail .James Currey: London.
23 Youth Unemployment Report for the ‘Youth Enepreneurship Programme’ Dept. of Economic Affairs 
and Tourism, KwaZulu-Natal, 2002. 
24 Campbell, op cit.
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Introduction 
We are writing this article at a point where the topic has particular local and 
personal salience. In a previous publication, we had expressed our own difficulties 
of thinking outside a system of thoughts and practices which has shaped, and 
continues to shape, us. Yet we had stressed the need for, and possibility of, 
resistance to the current neoliberal economic disorder and its concomitant value 
systems (Bauman, 1993; Cox, 2002; Sewpaul & Hölscher, 2004; Sewpaul, 2006 in 
press).
 In spite of this, we continue to be active participants in the very system we 
have claimed to be willing and potentially able to resist. Our service rendering 
colleagues in the field battle with diminishing resources in relation to increasing 
numbers of service users, spreading their professional time and stocks of financial 
and material aid ever more thinly. In this context, governmental quality assurance 
procedures, codes of practice/conduct and codes of ethics forced upon non-
government organisations and welfare practitioners – always in tandem with the 
threat of funding reductions should quantifiable standards of practice outputs fail to 
be met - are bound to be perceived as oppressive rather than facilitative (Department 
of Welfare 1999; Sewpaul & Hölscher, 2004; Hölscher, 2005).  
 Meanwhile, social workers in academic institutions find themselves in 
positions where they are confronted with all sorts of throughput, output and 
minimum standard requirements pertaining to the measurable production of 
knowledge and new graduates. We engage in critical reflection and critical 
citizenship education at our peril (Sewpaul, 2003). Critical engagement requires 
time, and the more time is being occupied with producing tangible and quantifiable 
outputs, the content of which remains marginal to the management of academic 
institutions, the less time remains to think freely – and against the mainstream of 
these institutional practices.  
 Yes, we may perceive ourselves as critical, but we are active participants in a 
system obsessed with outputs which can be measured and behaviour which can be 
controlled. Critical we may be, but we will comply with the required numbers of 
foster care applications processed, abuse allegations investigated, articles produced 
and students put through – accounting for our activities by means of increasing 
bureaucratic and administrative procedures. For who doesn’t want to share in the 
benefits of successfully competing, and who wants to be penalised for failing to meet 
these layers of tightening standards that control our welfare and academic practices? 
Thus, the commodification of welfare and education, though acknowledged to be 
exploitative and oppressive, is showing signs – via our daily practices - of becoming 
firmly anchored in our individual and collective consciousness, turning most of us 
into perpetrators and victims of the expanding rule of neoliberalism at once 
(Leonard, 1997, Sewpaul & Hölscher, 2004).  
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 However, seeds of discontent seem to germinate into more openly expressed 
resistance (Fergusson and Lavalette, 2006; Sewpaul, 2006), both passive and active. 
At the time of writing this article, the authors received a correspondence from a 
Durban child and family welfare organisation, one of the biggest in the country, 
indicating that during the past three years, this organisation has experienced a 
turnover of well over 100 per cent of its entire social work staff. Staff losses in most 
of the child and family welfare organisations of the province of KwaZulu-Natal have 
become so rapid and widespread that several organisations are now literally on the 
brink of collapse.  
 Also at the time of writing, academics (including social workers), cleaners, 
secretaries and gardeners at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, again one of the 
biggest in South Africa, have been embarking on a prolonged strike, which was 
simultaneously directed at gross salary discrepancies, oppressive management 
practices, the increased corporatisation of higher education and increasing stress 
levels generated by a deteriorating teaching and learning environment (NTESU, 
2006). Strikes are the traditional weapon in labour disputes because time is the one 
asset that those of us who are selling our labour are able to withhold. We would like 
to broaden this strategy out somewhat by claiming: If there is one form of resistance 
we would like to engage in at this point in time, it would be to claim back our time 
in order to think, to contemplate, to reflect, and to sabotage this maddening rush 
that is chewing away at our strength while transforming us into output generators of 
intellectual and human products.  
 This claim sets out the parameters within which we discuss the topic under 
consideration, i.e. the tension between ethics as social control and ethics as critical 
reflection. While we are not discussing epistemological questions explicitly, the 
following deliberations are based on an assumption which is fundamental to our 
arguments, and which we would therefore like to state upfront. That is, the said 
tension arises from opposing, and in many respects mutually exclusive, 
epistemologies within which the field of professional ethics may be framed, and 
which may be broadly distinguished as positivist/modernist and critical-
reflective/postmodernist paradigms (See for example, Williams & Sewpaul, 2004; 
Sewpaul & Hölscher, 2004; Hölscher, 2005, as it is not within the scope of this article 
to provide details on this debate). The former resonates well with the neoliberal 
context within which social work is currently forced to function. The latter produces 
dissonances which may be painful to endure, but which contribute to the continued 
widening of the gap within which resistance to the current dispensation in welfare 
becomes possible. We consider this tension both in the light of current international 
debates and in relation to our local context, that is, social work practice in post-
apartheid South Africa. 
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Mapping the local context: Welfare challenges in post-apartheid South Africa 
Much has been written on the effects of the neoliberal version of globalisation on 
welfare and social work practice across the world (Compare for example: 
Adelzadeh, 1996; Hoogvelt, 1997; Ife, 2000;  Amin, 2001; Desai, 2002; Hart, 2002; 
Terreblanche, 2002; Hertz, 2004; Midgley, 2004; Bond, 2004, 2005a, 2005b;). The 
purpose of this section is therefore not to repeat these arguments but rather to aid 
the international reader’s imagination of what this condition has translated to in 
South Africa. In the following, we use the two terms ‘globalisation’ and 
‘neoliberalism’ in conjunction. Neoliberalism, in brief, signifies a global ideological,
economic and political phenomenon which has been unfolding during the past 30 years. 
Constituting both a discourse and set of practices, neoliberalism refers to the dramatic 
shift in ‘societal power balances … in favour of corporate capital, which has been 
exerting pressure on governments to implement policies that seemed in favour of 
their capital accumulation strategies’ (Sewpaul & Hölscher 2004, p.3). In this context, 
we use the term globalisation specifically to refer to ‘the globalisation of capital [which] 
has created a world of unbridled consumerism, individualism and greed with the 
maintenance of a capitalist ideological hegemony that precludes our search for 
alternatives and, indeed, limits our very ability to think outside the system’ 
(Sewpaul, 2006; our highlights). 
 Led at least in part by a belief that in a globalising world there existed no 
policy alternative, especially to emerging economies, South Africa officially 
embraced neoliberalism as its core economic ideology two years following the first 
democratic elections when in June 1996 the Ministry of Finance published its 
Growth, Employment and Redistribution strategy (GEAR). The net results of the 
subsequent policies and legislation implemented are that South Africa remains the 
country with the highest rate of inequality in the world – in spite of a formidable 
growth rate in GDP which according to Finance Minister Trevor Manuel (2006) had 
reached the five per cent mark at the end of 2005.  
 In more concrete terms, this has meant large-scale destruction of local 
industries which had provided livelihoods for entire generations; a total of over one 
million jobs destroyed since 1996; unemployment rates consistently well above 40 
per cent, with an increase by 9 per cent in unemployed black women and 6 per cent 
in unemployed black men, thus further marginalising the most disadvantaged of 
South Africa’s apartheid past; as well as water, telephone and electricity cut-offs 
affecting well over 10 million people, that is, one quarter of the South African 
population, the vast majority of whom are rural or peri-urban and black. 
Unsurprisingly under these conditions, diseases like diarrhoea, tuberculosis and 
AIDS are ravaging South Africa, with more than an estimated 1,700,000 AIDS-
related deaths as of Wednesday, 8 February 2006 (Guardian Newspaper, 2006). 
 Apart from its broader effects, neoliberalism has had distinctly harmful 
consequences for welfare service delivery in South Africa. While overall welfare 
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expenditure has grown at approximately 20 per cent per annum in the financial 
years 2002/3 to 2004/5, this is in the main due to the greater uptake on social grants 
by members of the formally excluded population groups (Manuel, 2006). By 
contrast, since 1994, welfare service expenditure in real terms has only grown 
marginally considering that this item comprises not more than 5 to 15 per cent of the 
total social development budget (Raniga, 2006 in press). Yet, just as South Africans 
have been increasingly able to obtain social grants, so they have been able to access 
services previously inaccessible. All non-government organisations in receipt of 
funding from the Department of Social Development have been expanding their 
services into formally un- or under-serviced rural, peri-urban and urban informal 
settlements, attempting to add developmental and preventative programmes to their 
statutory obligations – albeit within existing budgets. In other words, human and 
material resources have been spread ever more thinly as welfare services rendered 
by the NGO sector have broadened out, with often devastating effects on the quality 
of services. 
 In the context of the South African government’s official commitment to a 
social development paradigm (Department of Social Welfare, 1997), it is important to 
note that the original intention had been to make a fundamental change in welfare 
service financing. This would have meant an overall shift from the predominant 
financing of statutory services and institutional care to the financing mainly of 
preventative and community development interventions. This change was originally 
envisaged to have been progressively implemented and completed between 1999 
and 2004 (Department of Welfare, 1999).  
 Instead – with the contrast between planning and reality sharpened by the 
unfolding of the ‘orphan crisis’ as the AIDS epidemic worsens - statutory services 
and institutional care continue to constitute the bulk of social work practice, while 
the rendering of developmental and preventative services depends largely on the 
creativity of social workers in utilising gaps that may open from time to time in their 
statutory routines. While some of the projects thus piloted have indeed been 
impressive, they remain the exception (Sewpaul and Holscher, 2006 in press). Issues 
of social injustice and structural oppression continue to occupy an even more 
marginal place in social work practice, and have been unable to move beyond an 
empty rhetorical space when lip service is paid from time to time in official 
government communiqués and policies (compare for example, ibid; Sewpaul, 2005). 
 As a result of the consistently inadequate funding of the NGO sector, social 
workers’ salaries have remained well below that of government employees, who in 
turn earn considerably less than their counterparts employed in the corporate sector 
or overseas. Consequently, social workers have left the profession – often the 
country – in droves. For example, at the end of 2004, just over 50 per cent of the 
Department of Social Development’s social work posts were filled countrywide, and 
in the Province of KwaZulu-Natal alone, 395 of 720 posts were vacant (Mhlambiso, 
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2004). Child Welfare South Africa (2004) documents that the majority of social 
workers employed by its member organisations leave their jobs before five years of 
service, which has resulted in instability and inexperience within the service context.  
 The vicious cycle of inadequate resources and high staff turnover has led to 
a steady deterioration of working conditions. For those who have stayed behind, 
case loads have either remained high or increased (Child Welfare South Africa, 
2004), in many organisations exceeding 200 families serviced per every child and 
family welfare worker, who in turn struggles to access basic necessities such as cars 
and phones so as to be able to contact service users. The results are often 
devastating, as highlighted by the reports on ‘Baby H’, which hit national 
newspapers in August 2005. ‘Baby H’ was the foster child of a pastor and his wife. 
Police found the boy, after having been tipped off by neighbours, ‘in a tiny outside 
room with no food and no water. He was sitting in a blanket covered in his faeces, 
and had never been potty trained or taught to speak’ (Porter, 2005). On investigating 
the matter, the police learnt that ‘the social worker responsible for monitoring Baby 
H [said that] she did supervise the case, in spite of her present heavy load of 305 
cases’ (Louw, 2005). 
 The staffing crisis in the South African welfare sector has eventually led to 
the Minister of Social Development declaring social work a ‘scarce skill’, the Minister 
of Finance allocating funds to improve social workers’ salaries (Skweyiya, 2005) and 
the Department of Social Development formulating a recruitment and retention 
strategy for social workers. While these moves may indeed address some of the 
concerns of social workers, they leave working conditions unaltered. Thus, they are 
unlikely to effectively curb the exodus of social workers from the South African 
welfare sector in general and its NGO sector in particular, leaving the users of social 
work services – by and large South Africa’s marginalised and poor – humiliatingly 
short-changed. 
 In other words, the systemic contradictions afflicting post-apartheid South 
Africa can be clearly discerned in the welfare sector: Working conditions have 
worsened as increases in the welfare services budget have not kept pace with the 
expansion of delivery, and social workers have been leaving the country. Thus, 
welfare services have effectively perpetuated a ‘blame-and-treat-the-victim 
approach’ – intermittent government commitments to a developmental welfare 
paradigm notwithstanding. Yet, critical discourses in the profession remain 
marginal, and structural social work or other forms of anti-oppressive practice are 
rare (Sewpaul, 2006 in press). Instead, an air of despondency, disempowerment and 
victim-hood characterises the social climate of many welfare organisations. All of 
these factors have profoundly undermined the prospects of reconstructing South 
African welfare along emancipatory lines (Leonard, 1997).  
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Social control: The official ethics response to the contextual challenges in welfare 
What is the official response, or more pointedly, what is the official ethics response 
to a welfare context of increasing numbers of increasingly marginalised people, and 
of a recalcitrant social work profession that apparently prefers to leave the country 
rather than paper over society’s cracks for what are perceived to be inadequate 
salaries received for work done under deteriorating conditions? In order to answer 
this question adequately, it is important to first reconsider some of the writings on 
the role of social work in modern democracies in general, and under conditions of 
globalisation and neoliberalism in particular.  
 For our purposes, it seems useful to begin the discussion with some of the 
core concepts for which we are indebted to Michel Foucault. In his exploration of 
human action, and more specifically of the institutional practices that sustain 
modern societies, he was especially concerned about social practices and discourses; 
the contexts that both facilitated and constrained them; and the effects in turn of 
these discourses and practices on their contexts as well as on the subjectivities that 
emerge within them. Chambon (1999) highlights three such effects that appear to 
have particular relevance to contemporary social work practice: governmentality, 
discipline and normalisation.  
 Government in Foucault’s sense refers to clusters of social discourses and 
practices that shape the range of possible actions within its sphere of influence, that 
is, the way the conduct of individuals or of groups is directed. Not only does it 
‘cover the legitimately constituted forms of political or economic subjugation, but 
also modes of action, more or less considered and calculated, which [are] destined to 
act upon the possibilities of action of other people’ (Foucault, cited in Chambon 
1999, p.66). One particular set of such discourses and practices perform the function 
of discipline. By this, Foucault means the guidance of behaviour at a microlevel. 
‘Discipline … is a type of power, a modality for its exercise, comprising a whole set 
of instruments, techniques, procedures, levels of application, target; it is a ‘physics’ 
or an ‘anatomy’ of power, a technology’ (Foucault, cited in ibid.). The effect of 
disciplinary discourses and practice is a ‘process of normalisation [which] not only 
restricts or erases unwanted behaviour, it also shapes wanted behaviour’ (Chambon 
1999, p.65). As far as social work is concerned, it needs to be borne in mind that 
social work both serves a disciplinary and normalising function in relation to its 
service users, as much as it is subject to disciplinary and normalising processes itself. 
Indeed, Chambon (ibid. p.67) suggests that we should ‘view the rapid expansion of 
… contemporary ethics as current attempts to extend a normalising influence over 
individuals and populations’. 
 Social work’s peculiar positioning within societal power structures is as old 
as the profession itself and has been well documented. From its onset, ‘social work 
occupied the space between the respectable and the dangerous classes, and between 
those with access to political and speaking rights and those who were excluded … 
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social work [fulfilled] an essentially mediating role between those who are actually 
or potentially excluded and the mainstream of society’ (Parton 1996, p.6). Epstein 
(1999, p.8; our brackets) describes this function poignantly as follows,  

… social work is a major social institution that legitimates the power contained in 
modern democratic capitalist states … State power must be grounded on broad 
public support [which is achieved either by means of overt coercions (as a last resort) 
or normalisation (ideally so)]. … The human or social sciences are the backbone of 
the technologies that have emerged as instruments by which the state can govern 
with minimal coercion, or, when coercion is employed … human science offers ways 
to support, ameliorate, disguise, and justify the state’s carceral machinery. Social 
work collabourates with other occupations, mainly the ‘helping disciplines’, all of 
which together manage the population. 

Social work’s complicity in this normalisation process is evident on the one had in its 
willingness to succumb to a proliferation of regulations and controls embodied in 
codes of ethics, conduct and practice. Indeed, social work actively participates in the 
formulation of these, hoping that it might enhance the profession’s status and help 
protect service users (Orme & Rennie, 2006). On the other hand, there is the 
profession’s general unwillingness to challenge the impacts of structural 
disadvantages on the lives of service users (Sewpaul and Hölscher, 2006 in press; 
Sewpaul, 2006 in press). This system-stabilising role accounts for the fact that social 
work’s normalising function has remained its defining feature across the globe and 
through decades of shifting intervention foci, of exploring different methodologies, 
and of refining skills and techniques. Inevitably though, ethical tensions arise from 
social work’s positioning as mediator between the powers that be and those who are 
marginalised in modern states (Sewpaul & Hölscher, 2004). 
 These tensions are rooted in the contradiction between the profession’s 
moral legitimacy which is derived from empathetic, dialogical and democratic 
relationships that may emerge in encounters with service users, and its societal 
legitimacy, which is derived from fulfilling social work’s ameliorative and 
normalising functions. While the latter requires social workers to be disinterested in 
and ignorant of structural forms of injustice and oppression, the former is likely to 
generate awareness thereof. The latter requires ‘social handywomen [who do] many 
kinds of repairs … to the living conditions and personal attitudes of citizens’ 
(Epstein 1999, p.7). The former calls for critical reflection on the exact nature of these 
structures that marginalise social work’s service users, on social work’s complicity in 
this regard; and implies a need to act on the resultant insights. From a system-
stabilising point of view therefore, it makes perfect sense to regulate and monitor the 
profession so as to ensure the handiwork is done; while genuine encounter, 
democratic communication and dialogue are defined out of the ethically relevant if 
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not desirable, to discourage critical reflection, and to reduce the notion of ethical 
practice to following pre-formulated codes and rules. 
 Epstein (1999, pp.8ff) captures this condition within a brilliantly phrased 
passage, in which she refers to social work as ‘the Janus-faced profession’: 

To accomplish its purposes social work must dominate its clients, although in theory 
and in its manner of interpersonal relations with clients it puts forward a democratic 
egalitarian manner. … It must produce an effect without force, without command, 
indirectly. It must not be authoritative. It must enable its clients to be transformed, to 
adopt the normative ways and thoughts voluntarily. Doublespeak is characteristic of 
twentieth-century communication in all walks of life, in all corners of social 
interaction. In social work, non-influential influencing is its communicative art, its 
specialty. It has evolved complex rationales and methods for appearing to sew 
together influencing and not influencing without the seam showing too much. … For 
example, it is common to state the intentions of social work as helping people to 
accommodate the status quo and as challenging the status quo by trying to bring 
about social change. This dissonance is intrinsic to the nature of social work, to its 
essence. 

If social work has both fulfilled and been exposed to the normalising discourses and 
practices of the modern state since the middle of the 19th century, the contradictions 
which the profession has had to bridge have softened somewhat during the post 
World War II reconstruction period between the late 1940s and early 1970s. 
However, they have sharpened dramatically from the early 1980s onwards as 
globalisation has accelerated and the neoliberal ideology governing it has 
increasingly penetrated societies beyond the immediate sphere of corporate capital, 
including the welfare sector.  
 Cox (2002) contends that globalisation at its current stage has been 
successful in dividing the people of this world into three basic strata which cut 
across national boundaries. There are firstly those of us who are active participants 
in the global economy, ‘members of a ‘kind of homogenised elite global culture’ with 
little or no allegiance to any country but, at the same time, lacking ‘any global civic 
sense of responsibility’’ (Falk, cited in Lister 1997, p.57). Many of the global 
economic elite, but by far not all, live in countries of the so-called ‘First World’. Then 
there are ‘those who serve the global economy in a subordinate and more precarious 
way. This is the potentially disposable labour force’ (Cox 2002, p.84; highlights in 
original), found both in countries of the so-called ‘Third World’ and the ‘First World’ 
and consisting increasingly of what was once called the petty bourgeoisie. The 
bottom of the hierarchy comprises those who are ‘excluded from the global economy. 
Here are the permanently unemployed, superfluous labour or the underemployed’ 
(ibid. highlights in original), many but by far not all of whom are living in the ‘Third 
World’.
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 Nation states, considerably weakened under these conditions both in terms 
of capacity and legitimacy (Strange, 1996), have in the past decades increasingly 
focused on their social control functions, using more open forms of coercion against 
their residents. Garland (cited in Bauman 2004, p.68) characterises this 
transformation as ‘a marked shift of emphasis from the welfare to the penal 
modality … The penal mode, as well as becoming more prominent, has become 
more punitive, more expressive, more security-minded … The welfare mode, as well 
as becoming more muted, has become more conditional, more offence-centred, more 
risk conscious…’. And Wacquant (cited in ibid. p. 84) characterises the role of the 
state as containing and hiding ‘the deleterious social consequences of the 
deregulation of employment conditions and the deterioration of social protection for 
the inferior regions of social space’.  
 As the role of states is changing, so must the role of social work change 
towards a more coercing and a more subjugated profession. One such process of 
increasing intimidation of the profession has often been referred to as managerialism 
(compare for example, Newman & Clarke 1994). In the wake of the progressive 
dominance of the economic over all other considerations, the belief has been 
mainstreamed that ‘problem-solving methods developed in an economic, 
specifically corporate context are transferable to other spheres of public life, 
including that of social welfare’ (Sewpaul & Hölscher 2004, p.44). Managerialism, as 
a discourse and practice, can be identified in that all problems are defined 
economically, ‘and their resolution is understood to be synonymous with increasing 
the productive outputs of the organisations concerned, in other words, to get more for 
less and to provide more value for money’ (Pollitt, cited in Sewpaul & Hölscher 2004, 
p.45). In this context, managers have been presented as having all those 
characteristics that were said to be lacking, for example, in professionals. These 
include, inter alia, a search for efficiency, flexibility and orientation towards an end 
result, being guided by good business practice, and customer orientation (Clarke et 
al., 1994).  
 Management thus becomes the organisational component tasked with 
designing the necessary steps towards more economical solutions to the problem of 
equitably distributing increasingly scarce resources amongst increasing numbers of, 
and to the problem of enforcing the law on increasingly unruly, marginalised poor. 
These steps may thereafter be implemented by a profession more tightly controlled 
than ever before in its history, that is, social work. The qualitative change in the 
normalising function of social work under conditions of neoliberalism is aptly 
captured by Parton (cited in: Banks 2001, p.152) in relation to child and family 
welfare practice. He contends that  

In a time of increasing public concern about child abuse and limited resources for 
social work, the aim of social work is to predict which families are ‘dangerous’ and 
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therefore to protect children from abuse in these families by removing them. … The 
rest of the families who are not regarded as dangerous should be left alone. 

Notwithstanding managerialism’s claim to reducing bureaucratic procedures and 
replacing bureaucratic mindsets, Banks (2001) and Orme & Rennie (2006) observe an 
increasing dominance in social work theory and practice of the 
technical/bureaucratic model. This dominance has manifested in a growing 
‘specification of tasks and procedures, attempts to reduce indeterminancy in 
decision-making, the adoption of competency-based approaches to education and 
training, [as well as] the growth of interest in ‘evidence-based practice’’ (Banks 2001, 
p.146). These tendencies manifest, for example, in an increased production and 
dissemination of quality standards, codes of ethics/conduct, procedural manuals 
and assessment schedules which have, however, promoted a shift in the balance 
from any possible constructionist, emancipatory or radical approach in social work 
to resource management and administration.  

The duties required by the agency or employer are being defined in increasing detail 
in order to meet the ever-changing requirements of … government for quality 
standards. This leads at best to bureaucratic practice (which focuses primarily on 
issues of risk assessment and resource allocation as determined by agency rule and 
procedures) and at worst to defensive practice. (Banks 2001, pp.154-155)  

She goes on to define defensive practitioners as those social workers who  

Go by the book and fulfil duties/responsibilities defined by the agency and the law. 
There is no need to take blame if the prescribed rules and procedures have been 
followed. Social workers are ‘officials’ or ‘technicians’. Doing ‘my duty’ means 
fulfilling my obligations to the agency, rather than doing the morally right action; 
personal and agency values tend to be separated, and the latter tend to be adopted 
whilst in the role of social worker. (ibid. p.157) 

It is this reading that we would apply to the South African Draft Code of Ethics for 
Social Service Professions. In a social world divided into those who manage and 
those who are managed, it follows that in order for the discourse of an efficiently 
managed welfare sector to be translated into a practice of an efficiently managed 
welfare sector, social workers must be told What to Do, Where to Do It, When to Do 
It, and How. The thought ought not to even enter the equation that such directive 
might more appropriately be obtained within mutual engagement, democratic 
communication and dialogue with each other and with the country’s marginalised 
poor and oppressed.
 Consequently, the code leaves no room for speculation and sets out to 
articulate ‘values, principles and standards [guiding practitioners’] conduct … 
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regardless of their professional functions, their settings in which they work, or the 
communities they serve’ (SACSSP 2004, p.5). And to remove any residual doubt on 
the intentions of the code, it is spelt out equally clearly that  

Registration with [the SACSSP] commits members to adhere to the code of ethics … 
Social service professionals who do not abide with the principles, values, standards 
and guidelines as set out in this document may be subjected to inquiries in terms of 
the regulations regarding unprofessional conduct … The actions that the SACSSP 
may take for violations of the code of ethics include actions such as reprimand 
and/or warning, a fine, remedial action or supervision, and … cancellation of 
professional practice registrations (SACSSP 2004, p.5). 

In other words, the socio-economic context in South Africa generally, and its welfare 
context in particular, seems to invoke as its logical consequence a prescriptive, 
control and rule oriented professional code of ethics. This is not to say that over-
prescription is only a local problem. For example, the IFSW Statement of Ethical 
Principles sets out to promote ethical debate and reflection, while acknowledging 
some of the fundamental contradictions discussed in this article. Yet, the principles 
which follow are couched throughout in terms ranging from ‘social workers should’ 
/ ‘social workers should not’, over ‘social workers have a responsibility to’ to ‘social 
workers need to’, ‘social workers have an obligation to’ and ‘social workers are 
expected to’ (IFSW 2004, pp.3ff) 
 This is a far cry from calls for an alternative practice and ethics voiced by 
several international authors. Leonard (1997, p.166), for example, calls for a practice 
which ‘enables subjects to express individual resistance to domination and the 
possibility of participating in collective resistance in the pursuit of claims for 
welfare’, while Briskman & Noble (1999, p.66; our brackets) calls for ‘acceptance of 
otherness, an acknowledgement and celebration of diversity, and recognition that 
there is no general position of dominance [as] the foundations from which a 
reformulated code [of ethics] would start’. In a similar vein Hölscher (2005, p.248; 
our brackets) speaks to the need for a ‘living [code of ethics] that evolves with the 
changing nature of … society’. And finally, Hugman (2005, p.166; our brackets) 
proposes ‘the development of discursive ethics, enriched by new ways of thinking 
about ‘good’ and ‘right’ … [which would provide] a way of openly talking about 
applying ethics that enables the caring professions to ensure that their practices are 
congruent with their values and moral principles’.

On the difficulties of resistance  
Alternative, critical and dialogical approaches to social work ethics exist (See, for 
example, Husband 1995; Leonard, 1997; Sevenhuijsen, 1998; Noble & Briskman, 
1999; Rossiter et al, 2000; Hugman, 2003, 2005; Banks 2004; Hölscher 2005). Rather 
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than summarise the respective arguments in detail, we want to highlight here those 
components that appear to be crucial in any alternative framing of social work ethics 
within critical, emancipatory, postmodern and/or feminist paradigms. These are the 
interconnected notions of the embedded individual and relationality, critical 
reflection, dialogue and resistance. What concerns us is that many of us seem to stop 
only on rare occasions to ponder on the contradictions we encounter in our daily 
work, on the roles we play within these contradictions and to consider strategies of 
resistance, never mind implement them – irrespective of the theoretical insights we 
may indeed have. In the discussion which follows we will draw from time to time on 
statements made by colleagues in the field, some of whom have participated in our 
masters courses. As Fook & Pease (1999) point out, it is critical that we consider the 
practice implications of our theoretical insights. 
 Foucault historicised the self and separated selfhood from the individual, 
rejecting the notion of a unitary and ahistoric individual which he traces back to the 
Enlightenment period. Instead, he described an ‘embodied self’ that reflects and 
displays ‘the multiple imprints that institutions make on our bodies’ (Chambon 
1999, p.59; highlights in original): 

In thinking of the mechanisms of power, I am thinking of its capillary form of 
existence, the point where power reaches into the very grain of individuals, touches 
their bodies and inserts itself into their actions and attitudes, learning processes and 
everyday ‘lives’ (Foucault cited in ibid.) 

This concept is taken up by Fairclough (1989, p.24) who, with greater emphasis on 
the thought processes of the self, asserts that, ‘people internalise what is socially 
produced and made available to them, and use this … to engage in social practice, 
including discourse. … This gives the forces which shape societies a vitally 
important foothold in the individual psyche, although … the effectiveness of this 
foothold depends on it being not generally apparent’. Thus, an experienced social 
worker heading a small child and family welfare office contends, 

800 cases go through my office every year. [I recently found out that] one of my 
workers didn’t follow up on a case in over 18 months – in spite of regular 
supervision. It just slipped through. These things are bound to happen. It is only a 
matter of time until I get reported to Council for misconduct.   

Clearly, the punitive approach taken in the South African draft code of ethics is 
reflected in our colleague’s consciousness. What is of ethical concern to her is not 
that her office is confronted with the demands of an unmanageable number of 
service users. What does not even come close to entering the debate is the possibility 
of refusing to work under such conditions, possibly even collectively with other 
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social workers afflicted by similar conditions. There is little space for entertaining 
thoughts of resistance when the thought processes are governed by perceived 
threats of disciplinary action, or perhaps on account of a total lack of an alternative 
consciousness of resistance.  
 In fact, even as we are writing this article, the thought of proposing to this 
colleague that she ought to resist seems almost preposterous. We imagine without 
difficulty the responses she would give in this instance: ‘Who would care to join me? 
My life is stressful enough as it is, so when am I expected to organise such 
resistance? How would I get my job back if I were to lose it as a result? What would 
happen to our service users who have nowhere else to go but us?’ These would be 
real – if not necessarily realistic – concerns arising not just from societal discourses 
but from material social practices; they would be real, since we did not ask. For our 
collective experiences and shared interpretations thereof are such that at times we 
don’t even feel a sense of curiosity as the answers we are failing to provoke function 
in our minds as foregone conclusions to questions which we haven’t asked. The 
entrapping mechanisms of the system are indeed profound.  
 In any event, there is little chance of engaging in collective resistance if those 
colleagues who are afflicted by similar conditions take personal blame and respond 
via the route of disengagement. This is demonstrated by a social worker at an even 
smaller child and family welfare office of three members who complains about the 
attrition of staff: 

Seasoned social workers are lost to the profession, and new social workers are not 
adequately equipped. Often, they come without a driver’s license, know little, and 
need a lot of supervision, which is time consuming in addition to the full case loads 
which older workers carry already. [In addition] there are lots of vacant posts which 
cannot be filled. [So] the general feedback on services … is very negative. We are 
violating the principle of competent practice. [But] what do you do in a case where 
you don’t have a competent social worker to do intake, yet the service has to be 
rendered? The intake load has to be allocated. 

Again, her ethical concern is framed in terms of trying to abide by rules and 
standards that are as universal as they are unrealistic. What emerges from the 
account is not a sense that something might be wrong with the formulation of 
principles which – given the current practice context – must set practitioners up for 
failure, and there is definitely no sign of resistance. Instead, singular and isolated as 
she appears in this comment, there is an act of blame-taking (‘we are violating the 
principle of competent practice’, rather than ‘we are violated by the principle of 
competent practice’), and an air of resignation (‘what possibly could I, you, or 
anyone do’…). It merits noting that the social worker cited here has since left the 
country and is now practicing in Britain. 
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 Such awareness of rule-breaking, in conjunction with personal blame-taking, 
feelings of isolation, disengagement and resignation is, according to Rossiter et al 
(2000, p.85), reinforced by a conceptualisation of ethics as ‘a kind of rarefied space 
beyond the reach of power, … unaffected by its relations to the messy world of 
practice’. Our colleagues’ experience of ethics (in fact, rather all to often our own!) is 
well captured when the authors go on to assert that, 

Discourses of professional ethics depend on the construction of practitioners as 
isolated, autonomous individuals … and consequently construct ethics as properly 
emerging from an internal, private, cognitive function of that individual. (Rossiter et 
al 2000, pp.85-86) 

Disregard for the conditions which structure the welfare sector in such a way that 
the rendering of humane services becomes practically impossible, will remain 
common so long as we as actors in welfare regard ourselves as the locus of 
responsibility of ethical practice. 

We cannot apprehend, and therefore act on, the social relations that produce our 
experience when those experiences are viewed as beginning and ending in the 
individual … Deploying the individual practitioner as the unit of analysis and action 
prevents us from acknowledging and analysing the social relations of ethics. (ibid. 
p.91)

Thus, it is not just a matter of stringing together a set of ‘ought to’ and ‘how to’ 
recommendations to help ‘uncritical welfare practitioners’ see the contradictions 
which make their lives difficult – as well as that of their service user – so as to enable 
them to resist. This, according to Pease & Fook (1999, p.5; brackets in original), 
carries the ‘danger that the experience of the ‘unconverted’ will be devalued and 
discounted, and there is therefore potential for radicalism to be experienced as 
disempowering (by those who by definition don’t have it)’. We believe that dealing 
with our own embeddedness and that of our colleagues is far more complex than 
this. It requires regard for how deeply all of us are implicated in the contradictions 
of welfare. What we need is to create the space for reflection (alone and collectively), 
for dialogue and subsequent action; it is about realistically assessing the likelihood 
of penalties as much as it is about being able to bear collectively the sanctions the 
system has in place for those who are found violating the relevant rules and 
regulations.  
 Thus, when we talk about critical reflection as ethical practice, we concur 
with Parton (2003, pp.15-16) who talks of ‘the continual attempt to place one’s own 
premises into question and to listen to alternative framings of reality in order to 
grapple with the potentially different outcomes arising out of different points of 
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view. [It is] a question of … trying to develop a stance of ‘not knowing’ and not 
being seen as the expert on a problem’. While Parton refers here to the relationships 
between social workers and service users, this practice would as well be applicable 
in the context of inter-practitioner dialogue. We need to take the subject positions 
seriously of those of us who currently feel unable to resist, or are unable to see what 
they might otherwise want to resist. 
 What would then be an appropriate dialogical response when confronted 
with practitioners who describe their practice experience as follows? 

Most of what we do is ‘granny placements’, because of the AIDS pandemic. So these 
days, even when we do come across a child abuse case, we don’t do much. We just 
check the basics. ‘Is the perpetrator living in the home? No? So let’s consider the 
child safe and move on’.  

I do placements like an assembly line worker. I don’t see people any more, I don’t 
engage with them. It is just the same thing, one after another.  

We are not advocating relativism in the sense that any view on the current state of 
welfare practice is acceptable. Surely, the economic and ideological context, the 
socio-economic marginalisation of increasing numbers of people in South Africa, as 
well as the increasing subjugation of social work under the rule of managerialism 
are an important factor to be considered in the dialogue thus envisaged. So as we 
engage with each other, we need to remain mindful of pertinent material relations. 
These can be debated in themselves, there may well be alternative interpretations, 
but they cannot be ignored. Only then will we deal consciously with the dissonances 
we often only feel and respond to emotionally by way of frustration and 
despondency. And only then will we be able to perceive them as contradictions 
which can be subjected to interrogation and which we wish to understand and relate 
to the power constellations that may have caused, perpetuated or exacerbated them.
But we need to firmly rely on the hope that once consciousness of how current 
societal contradictions and structural injustices play themselves out ever-more 
violently in the lives of service users and providers alike, the will to action will 
germinate more freely. And it will probably find fertile soil in one question, which 
we need to pose openly and clearly so as to guide our reflections:  

What should we do when the need we are confronted with is such that we want to 
help but the process of helping itself becomes dehumanising for both the helper and 
the service user?  

Part of the answer is provided once again by Foucault, whose arguments are 
summarised by Chambon (1999, p.70) as follows: 
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A social form contains its counterform and can create opportunities for deviation and 
innovation … If normative practices constitute forms of subjectivity, change is to be 
found in counterforms or alternative forms of knowledge and of practices. An 
avenue of research and practice consists of looking for the deployment of actions and 
subjectivities at variance with the norm … Forms of opposition or innovation are 
intrinsically linked to dominant forms, as derived expressions. They need not be 
dramatic departures. They can be minor changes. … Transformative work shows 
that the present is not natural and need not be taken as inevitable or absolute. 
Change can come from the realisation of the precarious nature of established ways 
and by inviting the development of alternatives. 

Fergusson and Lavalatte (2006) discuss in a poignant article such a process and point 
to possible sites of resistance in social work. The demoralisation and anger among 
social workers and their dissatisfaction with a narrow ‘what works’ agenda, to the 
exclusion of social work’s emphases on relationship, process and reflexivity can and 
should serve as a site of resistance, rather than a capitulation to the systemic 
oppression of the profession. Other possible sites of resistance stem from service-
user’s challenging of professional knowledge and practices and lessons that might 
be learned from global social movements, such as the anti-war and anti-privatisation 
campaigns. The authors (ibid.) call for a more radical re-orientation in social work, 
providing a pragmatic example of social workers in Liverpool, England engaging in 
social activism to defend the values and the vision of what social work represents, 
intersecting some of the most salient issues confronting social workers across the 
globe.
 However, our argument is that in order for social workers to reach the level 
of engagement that Fergusson and Lavalette (2006) describe there has to be, in the 
first instance, an awareness of such systemic oppression, how the dynamics of such 
oppression operate and an awareness of the need for structural changes in those 
factors that so profoundly impact both social workers and the lives of people whom 
we engage with (Sewpaul, 2003). As discussed in this paper, none of these are 
encouraged; indeed, they are actively discouraged by governmental control agendas 
and prescriptive, technically formulated codes of practice and codes of ethics. The 
need for reflexivity and reflexive practice takes us to the emancipatory theses of 
Freire (1972, 1973), Gramsci (1971, 1977) and Giroux (1983, 1997) that the 
development of critical consciousness might lead to critical action.  
 Freire’s (1972) idea of praxis or conscious action involves a dialectical 
movement from action to reflection and from reflection upon action to a new action. 
Giroux (1983) asserted that subjective intentions alone pose little threat to the 
existing socio-political order. Rather, social action must be preceded by an 
awareness that makes the need for such action comprehensible. Awareness 
represents an important step in getting people to act as engaged and responsible 
citizens who question the structural basis of social life. In this respect the arguments 
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developed by Sewpaul (2003) are as equally applicable to students as they are to 
social work practitioners and social work educators. 
 Social workers, like all other people, are constructed within particular 
cultural, social, political and historical relations that inform our common-sense 
assumptions about our world, and the choices that we make. All too often the 
dominant ideologies of managerialism, the market, of competence, outputs, 
outcomes and efficiency are so entrenched that it is difficult to think outside of 
certain prescriptive ideological frameworks, thus our own buy-in to and 
perpetuation of the very systems that oppress and work against us. Reflection and 
dialogue can therefore not be value free and value neutral and not all social work 
practices can be passed as innocuous. It is vital that the dominant paradigms and 
ideologies that exist in the profession, both in South Africa and in other parts of the 
world, be confronted. Such confrontation, we believe, is central to our personal and 
professional development and to our commitment to social change. Radical 
pedagogy and radical social work confirms that it is the Self that must be the main 
site of politicisation that might, despite its apparent paradox, be used in collective 
change oriented strategies. Giroux (1997, p.225; our brackets) argues that radical 
pedagogy provides scope for students (and we would like to add social work 
practitioners and educators!) to 

Extend their understandings of themselves and the global contexts in which they 
live…[and it] affirms the importance of offering students a language that allows 
them to reconstruct their moral and political energies in the service of creating a 
more just and equitable order, one that undermines relations of hierarchy and 
domination. 

To this end we conclude with an appeal that we must, individually and collectively, 
create space for dialogue and reflection. Given the contemporary service conditions 
of social workers described in this paper, and the influence of the neoliberal 
economic order on social welfare in general and on social work in particular, our 
argument is that the creation of such space in itself constitutes an act of resistance. 

Conclusion 
In this article we have set out to explore certain ethical concerns as they arise from a 
context which can be framed both in local and in global terms: That is, welfare in 
post-apartheid South Africa under conditions of neoliberalism and the globalisation 
of capital. As such, this context has framed our consciousness and practices twofold. 
There is firstly the difficulties we are experiencing in our attempts to place ourselves 
ideologically in opposition to a system of discourses and practices of which we form 
a constitutive part. At the same time, these very discourses and practices have 
created contradictions which play themselves out in our lives by creating 
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dissonances which are hard to ignore. These contradictions are, in our view, 
sharpening as the impact of neoliberalism on social welfare expands, in that social 
workers slide more deeply into the dual roles of victim and perpetrator. Yet by and 
large, while felt and perceived intuitively, this condition is seldom thought about 
and deliberated upon. Ethics framed as rules and proliferating in various kinds of 
codes are instrumental in pushing social work down its contradictory route, 
progressively narrowing just that space which we need for critical reflection and 
dialogue. The latter two are, however, crucial activities if we are to become 
conscious of social work’s dual role which is tearing at so many of us as we conduct 
our daily work. 
 In other words, critical reflection is a prerequisite for resistance to the rule of 
the neoliberal version of globalisation. At the same time, the creation of space for 
critical reflection and dialogue is an act of resistance. If social work is to take its 
moral responsibility towards its service users seriously in view of their lived 
experience of social, economic, political and/or cultural oppression, and if 
additionally, it is to broaden this view so as to regard its own members as both 
instrumental in the oppression of its service users and as subject to the same 
structural forms of injustice, then the creation of such a space becomes itself a site of 
ethical practice as much as it is an ethical responsibility. To recognise that the 
tightening regime of managerial control, including ethical control, over social work 
discourses and practices suffocates critical reflection not just coincidentally but 
forms an integral part of the neoliberal colonisation of welfare is an experience of 
ethical liberation.  

References 
Adelzadeh, A (1996) From the RDP to GEAR: The gradual embracing of neoliberalism in economic 

policy. National Institute for Economic Policy. Ashgar@niep.org.za. 
Amin, S. (2001) ‘Imperialism and Globalisation’. In: Monthly Review Vol.53(2). Available: 

http://www.monthyreview.org/0601amin.htm, accessed 03.01.06 
Banks S. (2001) Ethics and Values in Social Work (2nd ed.). Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: 

Palgrave. 
Banks S. (2004) Ethics, Accountability, and the Social Professions. Houndmills, Basingstoke, 

Hampshire, New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Bauman, Z. (1993) Postmodern Ethics. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Bauman, Z. (2004) Human Waste: Modernity and its Outcasts. Cambridge, Oxford and Malden: 

Polity Press. 
Bond, P. (2004) Talk left, Walk right: South Africa’s Frustrated Global Reforms. Scottsville: 

University of KwaZulu-Natal Press. 
Bond, P. (2005a) Elite Transition: from Apartheid to Neoliberalism in South Africa. Scottsville: 

University of KwaZulu-Natal Press. 
Bond, P. (2005b) Fanon’s Warning: A Civil Society Reader on the New Partnership for Africa’s 

Development. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, Inc. 



CENTRE FOR CIVIL SOCIETY 270

Briskman L. & Noble C. (1999) ‘Social work ethics: Embracing diversity?’ In: Pease B. & Fook 
J. (eds.) Transforming Social Work Practice: Postmodern Critcal Perspectives. London & 
New York: Routledge. 

Chambon A.S. (1999) ‘Foucault’s approach: Making the familiar visible’. In: Chambon, A.S., 
Irving, A. & Epstein, L. (eds.) Reading Foucault for Social Work. New York: Columbia 
University Press. 

Child Welfare South Africa (2004) Executive Summary: Working Conditions of Social Workers 
employed by Child Welfare. Johannesburg: Child Welfare South Africa. 

Clarke, J., Cochrane, A. and Mc Laughlin, E. (1994) ‘Mission accomplished or unfinished 
business? The impact of managerialisation’, in: Clarke, J., Cochrane, A. and Mc 
Laughlin, E. (eds.), Managing Social Policy. London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi: Sage 
Publications. 

Cox, R.W. (2002) The Political Economy of a Plural World: Critical Reflections on Power, Morals and 
Civilisation. London & New York: Routledge. 

Dean J. (1995) ‘Reflective Solidarity’. In: Constellations Vol. 2(1), pp.114-140. 
Department of Welfare (1997) White Paper for Social Welfare. Available: 

www.gov.za/whitepaper/1997, accessed 02.04.05. 
Department of Welfare (1999) Financing Policy: Developmental Social Welfare Services. Republic 

of South Africa: Government Gazette. 
Desai, A. (2002) We are the Poors: Community Struggles in Post-apartheid South Africa. New 

York: Monthly Review Press. 
Epstein L. (1999). ‘The culture of social work’. In: Chambon, A.S., Irving, A. & Epstein, L. 

(eds.) Reading Foucault for Social Work. New York: Columbia University Press. 
Fairclough, N. (1989) Language and Power. Edinbourgh Gate, Harlow and Essex: Longman. 
Fergusson I. & Lavalette M. (2006) ‘Globalisation and global justice: Towards a social work of 

resistance. In: International social work Vol. 49(3), in press. 
Fook, J. & Pease, B. (1999) ‘Emancipatory social work for a postmodern age’. In: Pease B. & 

Fook J. (eds.) Transforming Social Work Practice: Postmodern Critcal Perspectives.
London & New York: Routledge. 

Freire, P. (1972) Cultural Action for Freedom. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books. 
Freire, P. (1973) Education for Critical Consciousness. New York: Seabury. 
Giroux, H. A. (1983) Theory and Resistance in Education: A Pedagogy for the Opposition. London: 

Heinemann Educational. 
Giroux, H. A. (1997) Pedagogy and the Politics of Hope: Theory, Culture and Schooling. Colorado:  

Westview Press. 
Gramsci, A. (1971) Selections from the Prison Notebooks. Edited and translated by Hoare, A. and 

Smith, G.N. London:  Lawrence and Wishart. 
Gramsci, A. (1977) Selections from Political Writings 1910-1920. London:  Lawrence and Wishart. 
Guardian Newspaper (2006) ‘HIV/AIDS barometer’. In: Mail&Guardian February 24 - March 2 

2006.
Hart, G. (2002) Disabling Globalisation: Places of Power in Post-apartheid South Africa.

Pietermaritzburg. University of Natal Press. 
Hertz, N. (2004) I.O.U. The Debt Trap and Why We Must Defuse It. London: Harper Collins 

Publishers. 



RESEARCH REPORTS 2006: VOLUME 1 271

Hölscher, D. (2005) ‘A postmodern critique of the SACSSP’s draft code of ethics’. In: Social 
Work/Maatskaplike Werk Vol.41(3) pp.237-248. 

Hoogvelt, A. (1997) Globalisation and the Postcolonial World: The New Political Economy of 
Development. London: Macmillan. 

Hugman, R. (2003) ‘Professional values and ethics in social work: Reconsidering 
postmodernism?’ In: British Journal of Social Work Vol. 33 pp.1025-1041. 

Hugman, R. (2005) New Approaches in Ethics and the Caring Profession. Houndmills, 
Basingstoke, Hampshire, New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Husband, C. (1995) ‘The morally active practitioner and the ethics of anti-racist social work’, 
in: Hugman, R. & Smith, D. (eds.) Ethical issues in social work. London & New York: 
Routledge.

Ife, J. (2000) ‘Localised needs and a globalised economy: Bridging the gap with social work 
practice’. In: Rowe, B. (ed.) Social Work and Globalisation. Ottawa: Canadian 
Association of Social Workers.  

International Federation of Social Workers (2004) IFSW General Meeting 2004: Proposal for a new 
Ethical Document. Available: www.ifsw.org/GM-2004/GM-Ethics.html. Accessed: 
29.03.05. 

Leonard, P. (1997) Postmodern Welfare. Reconstructing an Emancipatory Project. London, 
Thousand Oaks, New Delhi: Sage Publications.  

Lister, R. (1997) Citizenship: Feminist Perspectives. Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire & New 
York: Palgrave. 

Louw A. (2005) ‘Foster parents for Baby H were suitable’. In: The Star, 16 August 2005. 
Manuel, T.A. (2006) Budget Speech 2006 by Minister of Finance Trevor A Manuel. Available: 

www.info.gov.za/speeches/2006/06021515501001.htm, accessed 24.02.06. 
Mhlambiso N. (2004) ‘Social worker shortage shock’, in: Kwana Newspaper, 10 Dec 2004 – 6 Jan 

2005.
Midgley, J. (2004) ‘The complexities of globalisation: Challenges to social work’. In Tiong, N. 

T. and Rowlands, A. (eds) Social Work Around the World. Berne: IFSW Press. 
Ministry of Finance (1996) Growth, Employment and Redistribution: A Macro-Economic Strategy.

Available: www.gov.za/reports/1996, accessed 2000. 
NTESU (2006) ‘Strike action at UKZN: NTESU (UKZN) and partner unions strike from 6 

February 2006’. Available: www.ntesu.org.za/html/news.htm, accessed 18.02.2006. 
Orme J. & Rennie G. (2006) ‘The role of registration in ensuring ethical practice’. In: 

International social work Vol. 49(3), in press.
Parton, N. (1996) ‘Social theory, social change and social work: An introduction’, in:  Parton, 

N. (ed.), Social Theory, Social Change and Social Work. London, New Yourk: Routledge. 
Parton, N. (2003) ’Rethinking professional practice: The contributions of social 

constructionism and the feminist ‘ethics of care’. In: British Journal of Social Work Vol. 
33(1), pp.1-16. 

Pease B. & Fook. J. (1999) ‘Postmodern critical theory and emancipatory social work practice’. 
In: Pease B. & Fook J. (eds.) Transforming Social Work Practice: Postmodern Critcal 
Perspectives. London & New York: Routledge. 

Porter E. (2005) ‘What about the children?’. In: Student Village. Available: 
www.studentvillage.co.za/article/articleview/3342/1/156, accessed 27.02.06. 



CENTRE FOR CIVIL SOCIETY 272

Raniga T. (2006). ‘An overview of the social security system in South Africa: Does it meet the 
needs of the vulnerable and poor?’ In press, to be published in: South African Medical 
Journal.

Sewpaul V. & Hölscher, D. (2006) ‘Against the odds: Community-based interventions for 
children in difficult circumstances in post-apartheid South Africa’. In press, to be 
published in: ??? . 

Sewpaul V. (2003) ‘Reframing epistemologies and practice through international exchanges: 
Global and local discourses in the development of critical consciousness’. In: 
Dominelli L. & Thomas Bernard W. (eds.): Broadening Horizons: International 
Exchanges in Social Work. Hants & Burlington: Ashgate. 

Sewpaul V. (2005) ‘A structural social justice approach to family policy: A critique of the draft 
South African Family Policy’. In: Social Work/Maatskaplike Werk Vol.41(4), pp.310-322. 

Sewpaul V. (2006) ‘The global-local dialectic: Challenges for African scholarship and social 
work in a post-colonial work’. In press, to be published in: British Journal of Social 
Work.

Sewpaul, V. & Hölscher, D. (2004) Social Work in Times of Neoliberalism: A Postmodern Discourse.
Pretoria: Van Schaik. 

Skweyiya (2005) Budget Vote Speech by Minister of Social Development, Dr Zola Skweyiya, to the 
National Assembly, Cape Town. Available: 
www.info.gov.za/speeches/2005/05040609451002.htm, accessed 24.02.06.

South African Council for Social Service Professions (2004) Code of Ethics Guidelines: Draft 2.
Pretoria: SACSSP. 

Strange, S. (1996) The Retreat of the State: The Diffusion of Power in the World Economy.
Cambridge, New York and Melbourne: Cambridge University Press. 

Terreblanche, S. (2002) A History of Inequality in South Africa 1652-2002. Pietermaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press, and Sandton: KMM Review Publishing. 

Williams, L.O. & Sewpaul, V. (2004) ‘Modernism, postmodernism and Global Standards 
setting’. In: Journal of Social Work Education, Vol.23(5), pp.555-565. 


	RReport3_cover.pdf
	RReport3.pdf

