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rebellious black South African was exactly what became the
semantic substitute for the monolithic organisation toward which
the BCM logically tended, but whose inevitable symptoms of
stultification the BCM leadership was sophisticated enough to
want to avoid for as long as possible.

In mid-1979, however, the tireless bureaucratic work-mules in
various BCM bureaucracies, realising that the ideology of mass
support could no longer suffice now that the organisations were
banned in South Africa and visibly decaying in exile, steered the
BCM to its logical conclusion. The reality of organisation as a
substitute for real struggle could no longer be diffused, and
instead was affirmed openly. The BCM was made into an official
liberation movement, with headquarters in Gaberones, and
chapters in London, Bonn and New York. And the ideological
raison d’etre for its existence? To mediate, but not in a traditional
leninist style, but rather in the wishy-washy fashion of a UN
peace-keeping force. To mediate not between theory and practice,
or between the masses and power, but to mediate between the
ANC and the PAC. From the sublime to the most absolute form of
cretinism! All the worms have crawled out of the corpse. The
BCM's official proclamation as an organisation spells out
unfailingly that in its true colours as ideology and hierarchy, it is
an enemy of real black proletarian struggle in South Africa.
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Inicoduction

By Endangpered Phoenix
Written in February 2005

“In South Africa normal national or ruling-class behaviour is

rendered uniquely controversial by the colour dimension.”
- Peregrine Worsthorne, right-wing assistant editor of the
Sunday Telegraph, May 13, 1984

Quoted on the cover of a radical pamphlet in 1984, this seems
particularly apt now that the “colour dimension” has been
‘virtually’ eradicated from South African politics. The normal
national ruling-class behaviour of the ANC is, predictably, now
every bit as horrific as its white predecessors.

However, clearly this was not predictable for some — which is
indicative of some of the weaknesses of the period from 1976 to
the early 90s. The global ruling class, with the help of a section of
the South African white rulers, having been faced with an
increasingly united and violent opposition threatening its divide
and rule tactics based on race, decided that race need no longer be
its central method of divide and rule, and used the relative absence
of critique of black parties, leaders and umbrella organisations (for
organisations’ sake) — one of the movements weaknesses — as an
opportunity to stop the revolution.

This is not to say that apartheid has been conveniently
confined to the apartheid museum in Johannesburg. The State still
uses race, particularly against foreign immigrants and, when
convenient, “coloureds,” Indians and Zulus. Just that it doesn’t use
it as its central and legal means of division because it’s essential to
present a positive image of progress, of a revolutionary break with
the official racism of the past (a small example of this is the
reconstruction, as a symbol for the “healing” of the nation under
what is laughably called “majority rule,” of District 6 — a suburb of
Cape Town which was bulldozed in 1966 because of its multi-racial
character; significantly, its re-creation, begun amid much fanfare
in 2003, has been held up by a shortage of money). This image of
fundamental progress is promoted as an attempt to hide the
progress of even worse miseries than State-sanctioned apartheid —
the progress of a vicious monetarism. In June 2001, a 50 year old
woman evicted from what had been her and her children’s home
for 12 years, said:



“This is the worst day of my life... | don’t mind moving, but they
must give me another house. That is what is driving my head
crazy — to go to a shack. We're going to use paraffin in a shack
and I've got electricity in my house. I've got water and a toilet: |
won't have that in a shack. That means I'm going back to the old
South Africa again. That's not freedom for us. Apartheid was
better than this.”

The main difference between the bailiffs now and those under
apartheid is one of style: they generally (though certainly not
always) are less violent and sometimes speak kindly to the people
being evicted and carefully lift their belongings into the street and
onto the lorry. Maybe they do Sensitivity Training as part of their
PhD in Bailiffing. By 2004 two million had been evicted. An
average of R400 a month is needed for rent, lights and water, but
by 2002 the majority of the population was living on less than
R140 (about $15) per month. A typical job would be working
eleven or twelve hours a day, seven days a week for R150 per week.
Some cleaners employed by the council for R22 a day spend R14 a
day on the bus fare to work.

All this would have been impossible without Saint Nelson —
above all, impossible without the unjustifiable respect he and the
ANC got from the vast majority of those in the movement who
looked to the ANC for a political solution which should have come
from a more thorough critique of politics, of hierarchical power.
And now everywhere international stars are desperate to meet
him, he’s got a bridge named after him and he is at the top of every
spectator’s “Man | Most Admire” list. After all, anybody who was
imprisoned for such a long time by a vile regime must by
definition be a hero, and certainly little you must look up to him.
Who are you to criticise? You're nothing. The fact that 100s of
1000s of South Africans suffered as much or even more than him
under apartheid (and continue to) is ignored in this crass
deification. He is the epitome of the ‘Progressssssssss’ of South
Africa and everyone concerned with publicising South Africa with
a smiley face hopes he’ll live till the World Cup because Mbeki’s no
more the image black capital (and its intelligentsia want to
promote of this progress) than the burgeoning crime rate. It's
because of Mandela as promoter of this image of progress that we
can buy South African wine and some can go on guilt-free
expensive holidays in other people’s misery: the fastest growing
sector in the local leisure industry is township tours. The whole
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their own participation in it. Nationalism re-emerged, less as a
developed ideology, than out of wholesale approval of everything
done by their black countrymen. Criticism of all but the most
obvious targets—whites and sell-outs—became scarcer than three-
legged dogs.

The conspicuous decline of the BCM into isolated groups of
radical cheerleaders did not stem from a sudden eclipse of
intelligence, and even less from the absence of things to criticize,
analyse and precise. Rather, it stemmed from the fact that a
radical analysis of conditions by the black proletariat in action
necessarily implied the correction of numerous aspects—
theoretical as well as practical—of Black Consciousness itself; and
it was precisely before the critique of its own house that Black
Consciousness trembled.

With the visible return of open struggle to South Africa, Black
Consciousness was confronted with the choice of either shattering
its entire petrified organisational edifice or of denying that this
organisational edifice was both an edifice and was petrified. Faced
with the amazing capacity of the masses for spontaneous
organisation the BCM chose the alternative of presenting the
movement in the streets as though it was simply an adjunct to the
Black Consciousness Movement, with a capital “M” for movement.
The distinction between BCM leaders and the masses—a
distinction made in practice by the BCM leaders—was concealed
by pretending that everyone who acted intelligently in struggle was
an honorary leader of a “movement” which had been left behind.
The real history made by the masses was hierarchically accorded a
substitute history—the history of mass support for the BCM; and it
was this substitute history that the partisans of BCM proclaimed
as the black proletariat’s essence and truth. “Mass support,” the
BCM'’s own corrective to hierarchical leadership, in fact became a
rubric by which the really hierarchical leaders of the BCM affirmed
their success and their authority in just about everything. This
“success” and “authority” became an abstract standard for
measuring all struggle.

Thus the Black Consciousness Movement found a refuge in the
myth of its power, which was inversely proportional to its practical
effectiveness. The further it became separated from practical
contestation, the more important the myth became. The BCM
never claimed to be a monolithic organisation; in actuality it was
premised on the fact that it was not a monolithic organisation. The
myth that Black Consciousness incorporated the activity of every

57



role. They had no role as mediators between theory and practice
because they did not really have a theory—or, if you will, their
theory was that the theory of struggle is made by those in struggle,
not by a leadership elite. They took up the role of mediators
against mediation.

The BCM did not really break with the logic of a hierarchical,
avant-garde type organisation, but simply put off the question
because of national circumstances. This is evident in the umbrella
structure of the Black Consciousness Movement. While dealing
with the “unorganised” blacks, the BCM heralded the individual;
but when dealing in organisational terms, it put forward the
ideology of the federation of autonomous organisations. A distinct
hierarchy of those “organised” and those unorganised is implied.
For those who are unorganised, the essential referent is “the
system’ But when one becomes organised, the referent becomes a
matter of building the organisation. The organisation does not
spring from a determined agreement of individuals on common
activity, from defining what is really organizable in their activity,
but rather acts to publicise itself—the organisation.

Black Consciousness, defined in as really broad and really
vague terms as it was, had run, from the start, the risk of becoming
an apologist for all the actions taken by those who claimed to be a
part of it: stooges like Nthatho Motlana and Gatsha Buthelezi still
pose as Black Consciousness advocates to legitimise their cam-
paigns for better scraps at the white man’s trough. At the time
when the best of Black Consciousness theory was put into practice
in the streets (and when the BCM organisations were left in the
dust) — 1976/77 — the use of Black Consciousness as an apologia
for specialists became the rule rather than the exception. The
movement which claimed to have “analysed, assessed and defined
the black community’s needs, aspirations, ideals and goals” was
never so stagnant as in the period when the black South African
community was starting to do these things for itself.

Certainly, the point is not — according to the faded Leninist
dream — that the BCM was not there in 1976/77 to “lead” the
struggle. Nor is the point that certain BCM members did not make
important contributions in the struggle itself: some undeniably did
(though one has seen in this and the preceding chapter the quality
of the contributions made by others!) The point is rather that
when it came to analysis, the remaining spokesmen of the BCM
showed themselves capable of originality only in the sense of
choosing which clichés most gloriously describe the struggle and
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Contemporary Wild Life Safari in South Africa. An Open air 5-star tent for eco-
tourists to view the elephants. The fake kerosene lamps are solar powered.

place has been gift wrapped in tourist slick from “lifestyle
encounters” in Kwa Zulu to “partying in a Soweto B&B,” to the
“African tableau,” “Durban is surf-central,” *“Johannesburg
makeovers,” the “Cape Town docks experience,” “hip hotels” and
so on ad nauseam.

Some are not so impressed by Saint Nelson, however.
“Mandela can go to hell!” said the mother of one guy killed by the
ANC's cops on a demo.

When Mandela came out of prison his first gift to the rulers
was to call for discipline, an end to looting and an end to the theft
and burning of cars (the subversion of exchange value), and an
end to classroom boycotts (the subversion of ideological
conditioning aimed at acceptance of relations of domination and
submission). It's no surprise that in the world following the fall of
the Berlin Wall, a former promoter of State capitalism would
magically transform himself into a neo-liberal (though he’s been
careful to promote an image of detachment and distance from
these horrendous policies of mass impoverishment). Already in
the mid-80s, well before his release, he had said:

“We want Johannesburg to remain the beautiful and thriving city
that it is now. Therefore, we are willing to maintain separate
living until there are enough new employment opportunities and
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new homes to allow blacks to move into Johannesburg with
dignity.”

With the national unemployment level at 42% (September
2003), and in some of the poorer areas the figures reaching 80%
or even higher; and with no unemployment benefit or social aid,
clearly there are no new employment opportunities to disturb the
separate development of the white and black middle and ruling
class. The degree of racial segregation in neighbourhoods, schools
and lifestyle is still very evident. Only in some of the cavernous
malls which have
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Johannesburg do the races
mingle, “united” in their
separation — as consumers.

So, while most of the
wealth still remains firmly in
white hands, the optimistic
black middle class,
undisturbed by visible
proletarian subversion, can
claim “rich people have
worked hard for their money,
it wouldn’t be fair to take it
away from them” (Guardian,
25/5/04). At the same time,
those rich white supporters of
apartheid who fled the
country 10 years ago are now
being encouraged to come
back — all is forgiven:
advertisements on satellite
television will be backed later
this year by an international
road-show of seminars and
exhibitions urging expatriates
to return to a land of sunshine
and opportunity, as part of the
“Homecoming Revolution,”
sponsored by the First National
Bank. As Pamela Cox, former
Head of the South Africa
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CLEARANCE SALE IN PRESENT-DAY
S. AFRICA: Protest modern-day style.
15 years ago the commodity and
commodity relations encompassing
the virtual totality of everyday life
would never have been so emphasised
in South Africa where everything
from, culture, crime, democracy to
apartheid is now merely a marketable
item.

the ineffectual strategies of the traditional “liberation”
organisations.

Because of the conditions forced upon it by the state, Black
Consciousness deliberately side-stepped the whole question of
what in fact its goals were. Pronouncing itself as revolutionary
could serve no purpose other than to bring down the wrath of the
police. To openly favour violence or to attempt to lead people into
any direct confrontation with the state could only have led to
failure. On the other hand, although BCM claimed itself to be non-
violent, it did not engage in the impotent acts of civil disobedience
practiced in a previous generation by the ANC and PAC (as well as
by the American civil rights movement). “Non-violence” was
simply a means of self-defence; it certainly was not a strategy, as is
shown by any perusal of Black Consciousness literature, which
constantly stresses the absurdity of expecting any significant
changes by the state in response to moral pressure.

Organisationally, Black Consciousness took the entire logic of
Leninism — the “enlightened” party (“theory”) and the passive base
(“practice”) — and turned it upside-down. Everything was staked
on the activity of the masses at the level of their everyday life. This
was extremely ingenious and absolutely necessary: not only as a
means of self-defence against the State, which would, as a matter
of course, seek out and destroy the leadership of any
“revolutionary” group, but for the advance of the struggle itself.

As an organisational framework, the BCM had only one
practical goal: the popularisation of the philosophy of Black
Consciousness, either by word or by practical example. What is at
the core of this philosophy? That the individual black man must
recognise clearly his situation, overcome his intimidation, and
decide upon his own solution. That in other words he put himself
in a position where he has no need for an organisation.

The political groups that came into being out of Black
Consciousness—most significantly the Black People’s Convention
(BPC), South African Students Organisation (SASO), South Afri-
can Students Movement (SASM), Black Allied Workers Union
(BAWU), Black Community Programmes (BCP)—expressed the
fundamental absurdity of vanguard organisation in South Africa—
and in fact are a concrete case of the reality of avant-garde
organisations in general. As organisations, these groups had no
reason for existence other than to exist. They had no role to play as
mediators between the masses and Power (the South African white
rulers don’t negotiate with blacks), and in any case rejected that
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jaws of either ANC, PAC, or Third Force, there awaits another
odious misconception—the pitiful glorification and mimicry of the
defeated revolutionary projects of the past. Once courageous
participants in their own revolutionary history, they now content
themselves with being dazzled by the pseudo-revolutionary glitter
of the revolutions that have been lost, invariably in dedication to
the solid temple of names radical—Lenin, Trotsky, Mao, Guevara,
Cabral and all the rest.

BLACK CONSCIOUSNESS AND THE BLACK
CONSCIOUSNESS MOVEMENT

Ever since June, 1976, much has been said of the Black
Consciousness Movement (BCM).

The more perceptive, less dogmatic cretins of the left, who
ever-predictably impute vanguard explanations to every struggle,
have used BCM as a surrogate vanguard to explain the events of
1976/77, seeing that there is not a single established party which
could credibly fit the bill. Some even go so far as to blame the
continued existence of the whole South African state on the fact
that BCM was not sufficiently elitist, professional, organised:
bureaucratic. Some take the opposite tack, and announce the
BCM'’s vagueness as its greatest virtue: it is promoted in the image
of a non-sectarian proletarian base up for grabs on the market of
international constituencies.

It is high time that the miserable use to which the BCM has
been put ever since 1976/77 be put to an end, that justice be done
to its achievements. Which is to say, the BCM’s shortcomings must
now be criticized pitilessly. Its principal contribution to the
struggle in South Africa is, at this point in time, mere dead weight;
the more it is eulogised, the more a critical analysis of an
experience laden with revolutionary lessons is suppressed. It is not
enough to heap shit on the self-serving actions of those who praise
it and of the exiles who continue to act in its name: the ideas and
the activities that gave Black Consciousness and the BCM their life
must be held responsible for allowing room for all the post-1977
BCM bullshit.

The main accomplishment of Black Consciousness had very
little to do with elaborating the necessary goals and methods of the
South African revolution; its main accomplishment was much
more to leave in the dust the false goals and methods of the
struggles of the forties and fifties, and at the same time to expose
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Division at the World Bank, has said, “What [the ANC] have done
to put the economy on a right footing, is, | think, almost
miraculous.” In fact, given their “miraculous” power to stop what
seemed like an unstoppable social revolution, the ANC have felt
almost omnipotent in their ability to intensify capital
accumulation by even going beyond the advice of the IMF and the
World Bank. After they came to power “by every measure (life
expectancy, morbidity, access to food, water, etc.) the living
conditions of the poor rapidly worsened” (Ashwin Desail, “We are

! Desai is a research fellow, and journalist, at the University of Natal who also
lectures part time in Journalism at the Durban Institute for Technology and The
Workers College. There is no doubting the passion of this guy and his writing is
very informative of the movements developing in South Africa. Nevertheless, we
must be a bit wary of someone who'’s a professional writer, who lives off his
position in the division of labour. Sure, Biko was a lawyer, who undoubtedly
contributed to the movement of the ‘70s, for which he paid with his life. But
there’s a difference between the crude repression of the written word under
apartheid and the less overt repression of written “free” speech in the current
epoch. On the other hand, we can’t imagine there are many other journalists in
the world who give positive references to class violence in their own country as
Desai does, but then maybe the generally violent atmosphere of daily life in SA
makes such references kind of acceptable. At the same time we get the feeling —
though we may be wrong — that the guy is pretty much a populist, i.e. someone
whose primary concern is to be popular. For example, he offers no insights into
how these movements could develop further, and when talking of the Indian
community gives positive reference to Gandhi, not someone renowned for his
advocacy of anti-ruling class violence. (Gandhi used his reputation and
leadership role to often disarm social movements in India when they threatened
to get out of hand; he opposed strikes in the super-exploitative textile industies,
even going so far as to threaten suicide if workers went on strike; and he even
refused to support a mutiny of a section of the Hindu Royal Garwhali regiment —
who were brutally punished for the mutiny — when it refused an order to machine
gun unarmed rioting muslims, saying he wouldn’t want soldiers in an

Monde, 20th Feb. 1932). What's more, Desai expresses the idea, which may very
well be also a general idea amongst the population as a whole, that the ANC sold
out, that they were ok until they got to power and adopted neo-liberal policies, as
if their programme and structure ever expressed anything other than a political
ambition to develop capitalism, albeit originally in a State capitalist form.
However, the South African State, like States the world over, is very repressive.
It's possible that Desai could be picked on by State forces, though it's unlikely
that he’'d end up “falling” out of a police station window. More likely is that he
would be framed for something — like Mzwakhe Mbuli, who was arrested in late
1997 and found guilty in early 1999 of bank robbery, and now languishes in a
Maximum Security Prison for a crime he certainly didn't commit, but for which
he was framed probably because of his continued criticism of the ANC and of
Buthelezis’ Inkatha Freedom Party.
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the poors,” Monthly Review Press, 2002). Whilst the former
National Union of Mineworkers and ANC general secretary, Cyril
Ramaphosa, how owns some of the gold mines he used to organise
workers in, the number of blacks living below the poverty line has
risen from 50% to 62%, whilst 29% of all coloureds, 11% of all
Asians and 4% of all whites also currently live below the poverty
line, a dramatic increase during the “decade of democracy.” Many
black people have commented on how life under the old apartheid
regime was in some ways better in that there was more job
security and there were state subsidies in services, which have
been eroded by the neo-liberal GEAR (Growth, Employment And
Redistribution) economic policy of the ANC. Neo-liberalism has
meant stupendous wealth for some 300 black dynasties-in-the-
making, the 5% of the Johannesburg Stock Exchange that
represents “black empowerment.” Whilst an estimated 10 million
South Africans have had their electricity cut off and another 10
million their water cut off, mine owner Brigitte Radebe, wife of
ANC minister and SA Communist Party leader Jeff Radebe, has
become the richest black woman in Africa. The bosses’ share of
profit in 2003 was their biggest since 1981. Company tax has been
brought down from 49 percent under apartheid to below 30
percent. It's clear that all that ideological crap emanating from the
“Truth and Reconciliation Commission” — which gave an amnesty
to the crimes of the white ruling class during the apartheid era —
was aimed at making the poor reconcile themselves to the
continuation of the power of their oppressors; this time arm in
arm with a burgeoning black middle and ruling class. This growing
middle class is beginning, like in other parts of the world, to
gentrify areas which previously had been exclusively poor
communities, sending property values up enormously for those
who own property, which in a generally extremely impoverished
country, could well be the source of significant conflict in the
future.
A letter to the Guardian (26/2/05) says:

“We saw many middle-class black families, driving new 4x4s,
shopping in malls and being served by white assistants, having
meals in restaurants and served by white waiters — surrounded
by prominent advertisements of attractive, happy, black
consumers. ..We were heartened by the lively and polite
interaction between all races and economic groups.”

Another letter refers to the author seeing “a growing black
8

circulated in Soweto and which incited people to violence. Small
wonder that as a result senior police officers in Johannesburg as
much as thanked the SSRC for its collaboration, when the police
issued a press statement immediately afterwards, in which they
said that they felt that the township would be peaceful and law-
abiding because the SSRC had repudiated the leaflets.

In acknowledging its authority, the police confirmed the
SSRC'’s legitimacy. To be legitimised by one’s immediate enemy is
a sure sign of one’s fundamental conciliation.

A look at the organisational structure of the SSRC is helpful in
that it exposes with clarity the alienated and stultified social
relations that characterised the “vanguard of Soweto.” The self-
appointed executive, dictatorially controlled by its chairman,
deliberately distanced itself from its supporters until a group of
several students under the chairman’s direct control were elevated
to the position of national leaders. The more their reputation grew,
even amongst the students themselves, the less they participated
in the struggle. Their activities revolved around the traditional and
banal specialisations of the administrative and the propagandistic,
while the masses they pretended to lead were out on the streets in
their thousands. Where the leadership avoids the line of battle, its
claim as supreme leaders rebounds invariably upon itself in the
form of ridicule at its own cowardice. Not surprising then that the
great SSRC leadership steers its bastard “party” from the safe helm
of the Nigerian state.

In exile there are a barrage of students who in many cases have
fled hot from the struggle at home. Everywhere they are captives
of the ideologies of the world their revolution has demanded they
destroy. There are those who have joined the old liberation
organisations and sit in army camps in Stalinist countries
throughout the world, being fed the cynical lie of a victorious
return. There are those who still pay obeisance to the superficial
power of the SSRC. They are merely museum pieces in different
museums, all marked “revolutionary.” Everywhere revolutionaries,
but what has happened to the revolution? Everywhere the same
alienation is preponderate, everywhere the spectacular
consumption of ideology, everywhere obedience to hierarchy and
the veneration of the past. To hell with the ideological variations,
and the different names and faces. Under all the rhetoric there is
nothing.

For those students who have evaded the pitfalls of those of
their peers who have made their unhappy ways into the voracious
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committee that only emerged full-fledged in August, almost two
months after June 16, and a fortnight or so before its first self-
appointed leadership went into exile?

All revolutionary history shows the part played in the defeat
of popular struggle by the appearance of an ideology advocating
popular struggle. Within the BCM the ideology of “mass action”
lay latent almost from the start. With the uprisings that began in
Soweto, the ideology of “mass action” found the SSRC as its
vehicle and came to the fore. The black proletariat’s spontaneous
organisation of its struggle assured its early successes; but this
gave way to a second phase in which the “fifth column” worked
from the inside in the form of the SSRC as the vanguard
movement. The mass movement sacrificed its reality for the
shadow of its defeat.

Even though the SSRC did have widespread support amongst
the Soweto high school students and gained international
recognition, to justify it on the strength of its allegiance is to miss
the point. Popularity of a hierarchical organisation does not
condone the organisation, but exposes the degree to which the
consciousness of its supporters has been colonised.

The most important point to recognise is that the SSRC owed
its reputation to the very organisation of South African daily life,
to institutions compatible with apartheid and the white state,
which the proletariat in action was out to destroy. It was the press
that gave it a name both literally and metaphorically. It was an
intellectually intimidated community both at home and abroad
which was highly susceptible to advertisable commodities that
gave it pride of place on the stage of revolution.

Inside Soweto the SSRC'’s ability to stabilise itself and to
advance its vanguard aspirations at the very time that the struggle
intensified, and when all other organisations were key Black
Consciousness organisations (ANC and PAC having all but
disappeared), is not testimony to its indispensability. On the
contrary in Soweto the SSRC enjoyed a deep degree of very
bourgeois respectability, being recognised by moderates (who
highly condemned the folly of the struggle), as the only visible and
legal organ still operable, and which seemed to be the only
possible starting point for some sort of detente. High ranking
officials in the South African Police shared the same opinion.

A concrete example of the SSRC’s moderation is to be found in
one of its press releases in October, 1976. In this statement the
SSRC leadership condemned anonymous leaflefts which had been
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middle class driving smart cars, and poor whites cleaning
windshields for tips and begging at crossroads.” Isn’'t equality
wonderful? In a sense this is progress, though not in the sense of
the “heartened” letter-writers — it lays the basis for the possibility
of collaboration between poor whites and poor blacks, impossible
under apartheid, and indeed, there have been instances of whites
joining in the stone-throwing. However, it would be dangerous to
be determinist about this. Should a more significant social
movement start to develop, it's clear that the ANC is prepared to
use anti-white racism to impose a divide and rule, even, if
necessary, using a Mugabe-type demagogy. It's well-known that
rich whites continue to operate racist criteria whenever they sell
homes with land: in rural areas racism is a deeply entrenched
reality — black labourers have been murdered, tortured or shot at,
often for the mildest of supposed infractions. The ruling class
could try to recuperate the very real anger of blacks towards the
lack of post-apartheid land distribution, attacking some rich
whites whilst continuing to hammer the poor, white and black. As
we say, if necessary.

It's significant that the main area of development of
opportunities for blacks has been the large increase in black intake
into the police force (now re-branded under the name Safety &
Security — otherwise known as the SS), and into the universities —
often the same thing in different clothes, most of those at
University training to become ideological cops and/or authority
roles over the poor (we say “most” here — there are clearly some
exceptions). In fact, the poor are effectively excluded from going to
University. On May 16, 2000, Michael Makabane was shot dead at
point-blank range during a peaceful protest against the exclusion
of poor students from the University of Durban-Westville. The
campus had been considered a hotbed of militant resistance under
the old apartheid regime yet, while police repression had been
brutal, no students had ever been killed during the apartheid era.
The local paper, now under black editorship, called for “tougher”
action against protesting students (Daily News, May 17, 2000).

Every day front-page stories chart the depredations of AIDS:
once mainly a disease of western gay men, it is now one of poor
black women — 77% of South Africa’s HIV positive are women;
Durban is running out of land in its cemeteries; 7% of children are
infected. Life expectancy at birth is 48, a devastating drop since
apartheid (this is not just down to AIDS, of course). South Africa
has the largest amount of people with HIV of any single country in
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the world — 21.5% of the population. In some areas, HIV infection
amongst pregnant women is as high as 37.5%. By the time South
Africa hosts the World Cup in 2010, there will have been between
8 and 10 million deaths. This enormous growth in AIDS was
encouraged by the refusal of the government to supply cheap or
free anti-HIV drugs, to even acknowledge HIV as being a
significant factor in the development of AIDS.2 Under internal and
international pressure, not to mention the need to stem the
destruction of future wage labourers essential for capital
accumulation, the State was forced make a show of reversing its
policy. It did reverse it — but only a bit. Even now, those receiving
anti-HIV drugs are less than 1% of those infected with HIV. This
policy ‘reversal’ was, essentially, an attempt to rehabilitate the
State’s image vis-a-vis AIDS, image being so necessary for the
development of capital accumulation and social control. Though it
should be said, the fact that the ruling class and their kids are
getting it now probably also plays a part in this ‘policy reversal.’ In
2003, with 5.1 million infected (almost half a million died in 2002
alone), the government allocated the rand equivalent of $1.7bn,
spread over 3 years, to HIV treatment — which, even if HIV victims
remained at their 2003 rate, would only mean $330 per person
over 3 years. Given that health spending is fixed at 15% of total
government spending, it's not much considering the enormity of
the scale of the disease and of the health problems exacerbated by
State/market policy elsewhere — not much more use than shutting
the stable door after the horse has bolted. And how much of this
money is actually effective? Death by TB accounts for almost half
of deaths from AIDS-related illness, yet it costs just £5 per patient
to save someone from dying of TB. TB is 100% curable, yet less
than half of those who have it are cured. And to put all this into
clearer perspective, military spending in South Africa for the year
2001-2002 was over $12bn.

All these figures, these banal contradictions (and we could
certainly continue listing them ad infinitum), would have been the
basic component of Anti-Apartheid movement literature prior to
the ANC government, but presented in a purely moral framework

2 Mbeki, like all ideologists, used a fragment of the truth for his contention that
HIV doesn’t lead to AIDS: it’'s mostly unknown, but there is a small percentage of
those who have AIDS who have no trace of having ever had the HIV virus.
Doubtless, equally secretly, there’s a load of money going into research into this
small percentage, because exceptions are always a source of scientific discovery.
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Soweto Students Representative Council (SSRC). The SSRC, which
emerged from the zealous superstar scouting of the South African
press more than anything else, has since then laid firm claim to
the dubious honour of the avant-garde party. Internationally this
claim has been contested by the old spinster/huckster
organisations: the African National Congress (ANC), the
Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA), and the Pan Africanist
Congress (PAC). At home in South Africa, and among exiles in
Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland, the bidding of the old league
nationalist-Stalinists have largely fallen on deaf ears.
Unfortunately not so the pretensions of the careerists who were
one-time leaders of the SSRC and who now parade under the title
of the “Third Force.” There are many exiled students who seem
quite contented to submit to the spectacle of their self-styled
leadership and titillate themselves with the memory of their past
participation in the struggle. Too bad for those in search of a
shepherd that the hunt for a vanguard party will only find a
fleeting shadow.

As for the leadership of the “Third Force,” it is one of the most
hideous hierarchical freaks ever spawned by revolutionary
experience, and history has never been lacking in grotesque
examples. Concocted in the fashion of a passively consumable
item, at a time when its later consumers were far from idle, it had
to wait for exile before it could raise its ugly head. From outside
South Africa the “Third Force” has joined the ANC and PAC in
perpetuating the self-same myths that have always crippled
proletarian struggle, and even indulges in the same ruthless and
coercive tactics when it comes to dealing with others who do not
subscribe to its own stupidity, and when it comes to expanding its
tiny ranks.

The SSRC grew out of an organisation known as the South
African Students Movement (SASM), although its relation to that
organisation was extremely dubious. In the heat of the first week
of the uprisings, a number of the earlier coordinators of the June
16 demonstration, wanting to lend legitimacy to their claims of
leadership, hijacked the controls of the Black Consciousness
Movement (BCM) organisation, SASM, from its elected executives
who were based in Cape Town.

How could an open struggle that raged for almost two years,
and spread the length and breadth of the country, involving at
least two hundred cities or towns and hundreds of thousands of
active participants, have been under the control of an ad hoc
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Brighton, etc, are still shaken at times by new revolts.

Let the moralists and the humanitarians pretend the students
were always peace-loving, and mere victims of the violence. The
events in South Africa have exploded that insipid myth. In a
situation in which state violence is institutionalised on such an
overwhelming scale, one affirms one’s humanity not by “turning
the other cheek” and suffering with dignity, but by willfully and
consciously accepting one's share of violence and by
understanding that brute systematic force can only be destroyed
by the creative violence of the masses.

In June 1977, the executive of a student organisation, whose
credibility as a vanguard emerged out of the hero and/or agitator
seeking of the South African press, was detained by the South
African police. The recent trial of these individuals along with a
great many others of the same type are important to note, for by
means of these sham efforts of justice the South African state has
attempted to delineate in time a quasi-official ending to the period
of open class struggle in South Africa. The logic is: arrest the
leaders, arrest the revolution. This official self-delusion of the
state is mimicked by many of its opponents in exile. The exile’s
lament, in spite of his real anguish and homesickness, his glum
belief that “the revolution has been suppressed again,” is pitifully
vacuous. It is designed only to convince his listeners that despite
his present passivity he remains committed to a struggle in which
his past participation is often very dubious anyway.

But the struggle has not been suppressed as is witnessed by the
consistent reports of unrest and sporadic violence in the South
African press. Such events underline the ongoing ferment that
sustains the revolutionary spirit from day to day throughout South
Africa.

THE SOWETO STUDENTS REPRESENTATIVE COUNCIL

“The repulsive absurdity of certain hierarchies and the fact that
the whole strength of commodities is directed blindly and
automatically towards their protection, leads us to see that every

hierarchy is absurd.”
- Situationist International, “The Decline and Fall of the
Spectacular Commodity Economy” (1965)

If any organisation had grounds on which to ascribe itself a
vanguard role in the 1976/77 period of the struggle, it was the
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without any critique of their use for the commodity economy. Such
moral considerations were always the ideology of a nice
‘reasonable’ reformism of capitalism’s insanity which was utterly
terrified of the uncertainty of revolution. Beyond such moralism,
previous government policy has had the desired effect — namely:

1) it, initially at least — and for as long as it was feasible to maintain
before the crude ‘HIV=AIDS denial’ policy became a liability —
increased the profit extracted from the production and sale of such
drugs for those who could afford them.

2) it got, and obviously still gets, rid of some of the population surplus to
the requirements of surplus value — rather like the commodification of
water does — though as with everything under the irrational self-
contradictions of capital, it might be getting rid of too many people,
even for the sick requirements of a meaner and leaner economy.

3) it lowered State spending at a time when the ANC needed to
concentrate its resources on establishing its power and its image of
providing some external hope.

4) it intensifies anxiety about sex, which, as Wilhelm Reich long ago
pointed out, encourages a submissive population. And, like all illness, it
makes people more fragile, vulnerable, less able to take risks and
usually less sociable, forcing the individual in on themselves (though it
should be pointed out that in Kenya there is a social movement of self-
help, outside the big towns and cities, to deal with AIDS-related
illnesses, using plants).

These are the results of ANC policy — we certainly don’t mean
to imply some conspiracy theory about HIV/AIDS. We don’t
essentially judge things by their intentions, deliberate or not, but
by their consequences (though one has to ask oneself why, for
example, when a cure for TB is so cheap, is death by AIDS-related
TB so high).

The fact that Mandela implicitly criticised the government’s
policy after he announced the death of some close relatives to
AIDS in January, is one example of his subtle politicking,
distancing himself from current ANC policy, a bit like the Queen
did under Thatcher. As if he is ‘above’ politics. Clearly those
pushing this image of Mandela hope everyone will forget that it
was half way through his presidency that the neo-liberal politics of
GEARS were first introduced.

3 In 1994 the newly elected ANC government issued its “Reconstruction and
Development Program” which purported to be about basic needs such as jobs,
land, housing, water, electricity, healthcare, welfare. Two years later it was

1l



But then, as always, fiction is
there to play a major part in
bringing a little light into the
darkness of life: the two best-selling
books in South Africa are a guide to
teaching your children to become
millionaires, and Nelson Mandela’s
autobiography, first published over
10 years ago.
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rest includes the mandatory (but, ole’ Southhh Africcca is!
unfortunately, only temporary) stay
in Robben Island prison, a free trip on the ultra-expensive Blue
Train, and a possible photo opportunity with The Saint himself. All
so as to promote the New South Africa, which they can do without
the guilty conscience they would have had under apartheid, when
such collaborators were publicly attacked. The sparkling brand
new South Africa must be alright if all those lovely people are
there saying how progressive it is. What for them is progress is the
opposite for the vast majority. For those who accept dominant
ideology it is always an ideology of the progress of alienation that’s
essential, as part of repressing the progress of any struggle against
it. As everywhere throughout the world, the spectacle of progress —
“we're getting there, but there’s still a lot to be done” — is used to
demand a patience towards the system which the system never
shows towards its victims.

But some are beginning to lose patience. There are rumblings

replaced by GEAR: “Growth, Employment and Redistribution,” and having as
much to do with window dressing as its acronym. It was “designed” by a cabal of
15 economists, 2 from the World Bank and the rest from big South African banks
and conservative think tanks. Typically the language was one we are all now
heartily sick of: “greater labour market flexibility,” “foreign direct investment,”
“sound fiscal policy.”
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proclaimed leadership had urged, but to rampage through the
streets of Soweto in a potlatch of destruction.

Within days spontaneous rioting had broken out in every
major area of the country. The South African blacks launched a
vicious attack on apartheid, commodities and state power. The
original grievance was quickly superseded, not because it was
insignificant, but because the extremity of the insurrection put
everything else in question along with it.

By August 1976, the white state was being forced to retreat on
all fronts.

« Almost all schools had been attacked and many had been burnt down.
The students were in almost daily confrontation with the police.

« Almost every beerhall in the black townships had been razed to the
ground.

« Collaborators within the townships had been severely attacked. Not a
single “respectable” black community figure was able to come forward
as mediator.

e High school students and young “ex-thugs” prevented workers from
going to work in Johannesburg, threatening taxi-drivers, blocking
trains and sabotaging railroads. Workers quickly responded, and even
after coercion had abated, strikes in Johannesburg and in Cape Town
were 80-100% effective. Some of the workers who went to work went,
not because they were intimidated by the system, but in order to
sabotage white-owned technology and commodities.

« Coloureds and Indians had been drawn into the struggle, thus bridging
an historical gap among the oppressed that had existed for generations.

e The Bophutatswana (a government-created black “homeland”) houses
of parliament had been razed to the ground. All government appointed
black leaders were in danger of losing their lives. Many lost their
houses.

* Numerous black policemen had fled the townships. Several were killed.
After nightfall one-time “lumpen criminals” joined with students and
workers to attend to community needs.

e The worker stay-aways drew the adult population into the struggle.
Before then they would leave to work in the white cities in the early
morning and return after nightfall, while the students squared off
against the state. During the stay-aways, the workers were drawn into
the confrontation, being forced by the sheer magnitude of the bitter
struggle to join the youth in their battle against the system.

For the remainder of 1976 and through to June of 1977,
violence continued across the country. Within four months of June
16, about two hundred black communities had been swept along
by the tide of revolution. Major areas like Soweto, Guguletu, New
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A group of students from Orlando West Junior High School —
the first school to boycott classes — and some of their friends from
other schools such as Morris Isaacson High School — as yet
unaffected by the Afrikaans issue — arranged a general
demonstration in protest of the state’s design to use the language
of the oppressor as a language of instruction.

Once again the tactics, the form of protest — a demonstration —
was a symbolic one, albeit more dangerous, since demonstrations
of any kind in South Africa are, by statute, punishable offences.
The organisers of the demonstration — the embryo of a later-to-be
self-proclaimed leadership — proceeded to visit all local schools to
gather support.

The response of the Soweto students who attended that
demonstration on June 16 far exceeded the expectations of the
organisers. As opposed to the anticipated couple of thousand
demonstrators expected by the organisers, about 30,000 students
gathered at Orlando West High School.

The placards carried by those gathered already portended
things to come. There were slogans not only denouncing Afrikaans
and Bantu Education, but such slogans as: “Power,” “Smash the
system,” “Away with Vorster,” “We’'ll fight until total liberation.”

In festive mood the students took their protest to the streets.
Inevitably they were confronted by the brute force of the South
African state, who, by ruse of history, understood the implications
of the students’ actions even more clearly than most of the
students themselves were able to at that time. Without warning
the police opened fire on the singing and marching students. The
students at the front of the procession began to retreat, but their
flight was halted by the act of one person. One young woman stood
her ground, then defiantly walked towards the police shouting:
“Shoot me!” Inspired by this incredible act — so incredible that the
police did not shoot—the students’ retreat turned into a
regroupment and frenzied counterattack. Rocks were torn from
the ground and hurled at the police. After a second volley of shots
had left more students dead and wounded, the leadership
suddenly reappeared, in the form of one Tsietsi Mashinini, who
stood up on an overturned vehicle and exhorted his fellow
students to disperse. He was promptly forced to scuttle when the
students turned their rocks on him. While the leadership was thus
“left in the bush part three,” so was their newfound style of
contestation—demonstration; for the students did disperse, not to
seek refuge at home from “inevitable” suicide, as the self-
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under the surface. Archbishop Tutu, at the same time as
suggesting the wealthy “adopt” a poor family (giving them £18 a
month or paying their kids school fees), warns the rest of the
ruling class “We are sitting on a powder keg” (Nov. 2004).

BEGINNINGS OF A NEW MOVEMENT:
“WE ARE NOT AFRICANS — WE ARE THE POORS!”

The current struggles are nothing like as powerful, or as
central to the general situation in South Africa, as those of the ‘70s
and ‘80s. Nowadays struggles are essentially marginal, even if
growing — and many of them, though by no means all, take the
forms of legal challenges to the evictions and cut-offs, and the
classic symbolic form of demonstrations. Whilst under apartheid,
demonstrations were banned and therefore a demo usually led to a
violent confrontation with the cops, this is not so much the case
today. This is not to say that all demos don't end in a
confrontation. For example, on Human Rights day on 21 March
2004 in Johannesburg near the opening ceremonies for the
country’s new constitutional court, the cops met a peaceful protest
with stun grenades and mass arrests. The Anti-Privatisation
Forum (APF) and its affiliates had called for a protest to demand
that basic services such as water should be included as human
rights and against the installation of pre-pay water meters.
Protesters were harassed, arrested and fingerprinted even before
any march started. Over 50 people were held under the Gatherings
Act, a law dating from the apartheid era that gives police wide
powers to ban protest. Which says everything that needs to be said
about Human Rights.

In the period from 1995 to 2000 it seems that evictions —
involving police dogs, tear gas, at least one person killed and
hundreds injured — were mostly not effectively opposed. But then
the community started to take the offensive — for example going to
politicians’ houses and speaking to the gangsters to tell them not
to trouble the vulnerable people in the area. They also took
Durban Council to court, claiming that the evictions went against
the human rights to shelter and water. The council t