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7 
STATE INSTITUTIONS AND STREET-CORNER KIDS 

A"central point that can be distilled from the discussion so far is this: 

that the development of capitalism in the city and its hinterland has 

been the acid in which the working clas~ family has dissolved. Urban 

migration, the destruction of settled urban areas, mechanisation, 

unemployment and poverty have gradually unpicked the fabric of extended 

families and of working class culture. And as communities dissolved, 

the institutions of the st8te have moved to replace family socialisation 

and control with bureaucratic regulation. The school; the clinic, the 

social work agency, the police, the children's home, the'rpformatory 

and even perhaps the prison are in a way bureaucratic extensions of .·-" .... 

family regulation. But they are different. Of necessity they are 
I 

--~~~ess flexible than the family, more impersonal and more punitive. 

___ P_~,ople are helci to sets of rules and regulations which often pass their 

understanding. And in a country s1ich as South Africa, with its emphasis 

on racial difference and on an unequal division of wealth, the main 

focus of the state's social apparatus becomes that of control. 

-, It is understandable, therefore, that the major responses of many 

working class youths to these institutions has been anger and despair. 

For children from poorer families, or from families with a high level of 

internal dislocation or strife, state institutions sP.t goals and standards 

which are often impossible to meet. This has tended to brutalise the 

self-esteem and integrity of youths who are not 'making jt'. Very 

often they are, very impersonally, rejected from the mainstrea~. And 

in a tough environment it often takes only one harsh contact with 

bur.ea~cracy to spark off a corresponding and face-s~ving rejection from 

~- J ---
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a youth with nothing to inherit but chronic poverty. A study done among 

black Americans after the riots in Watt, Los Angeles, during the mid-

1960s makes the point that: 

early learning difficulty in mastering the basic intellectual 

skills which the schools and thus the broader society demands, 

leads to defeat and failure, a developing negative self-image, 

rebellion against the increasingly defeatinq school experiences, 

a search for status outside the school together with an active 

resentment against the society which the school represents. 

Quite early the child finds status and protection in the street 

and the gang which requires none of the skills which are 

needed in the school but makes heavy use of the kinds of 

survival skills which he learnt in his early home and street 
. 1 experiences. 

Usually it is in education that this clash of values comes, because 

it is here that the ideas of the ruling class first penetrate ghetto 

consciousness in a systematic way. It is in the classroom that the 

poor learn that the survival behaviour which the white rulers consider 

destructive is the one great protection kids have against a system in 

which failure is almost assured. It is this point at which many begin 

to live out a terrible contradiction: striving for a 'respectable' 

standard of living through commodity consumption while living in an 

income brackP.t where this standard and th~se commodities are simply 

not obtainable. A number solve the contradiction by hard work or luck 

and scramble up into respectability: a shiny car, a TV set and home-

ownership in a good suburb. But for many this is a fading dream, which 

has only one chance of coming true - through acts defined as crime • 

.. 
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It is significant that a study of rrore than 5CX) youths wrler the age of 18 

in Cape Town during 1980, shcMed that 73 per cent were charged with various 

fonns of theft. (what one might call a crime of pverty) and 16 per cent with 

robbery. Only 11 per cent were charged with assault or rape. 
2 

The search 

by these youths for high profile ccmoodities and a higher starrlard of living 

generally leads to confrontation with the police, acrurt case, coi:'poral 
r 

pmislmtent and perhaps even a ref omatary or prison. In this way the initial 

rejection is simply reinforced, hardening into the sharp 'boerjbarxliet' 

dichotany of the prison gangs. 3 

What we must consider here is the effects that State institutions have on 

~kirg class kids with no ~k to do and :ncrwhere to go. Often the best 

way to do this is through the experiences of the yooths thanselves: 

s:HOOLS: SIM)N'S STORY 

School was just a way of passing tilre. Other p.ipils felt this too. 

· When I was younger I was in a class where the teacher would almost 

tear your ear off or p.it yru across her lap and. beat you with the 

heel of her shoe. It was very frightening. I often dreamed about 

growing up quickly arrl joining my big brother warkirg as a messen::rer 

or a cleaner and buying myself the latest fashions that the boys in 

the street wear. 

We were ranked according to the marks we scored in exams. The p.ipil 

with the highest marks sat W'Xler the teacher's nose and the poor marks 

people sat right at the bad<. We were constantly renirtled about our 

clothes because they were different colours and. they should have been 

a unifonn. This remirxling happened even in the middle of a lesson! 

It was very embarrassing. 'lhE!l you had to cover your books with 

brown p:i.per and plastic. No 'vetterige merke' (fat marks) were allowed. 

But how can you avoid getting stains on books when the only table 

where you can do your haneNOrk is where your mother cooks? And. you 

can't sit up late with your l:xx>ks because candles are expensive. 

You never see any other l:xx>ks - except perhaps if you go with your 

parents to their bosses hruse. 
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At the three schools I atterned there was always at least one 

teacher feared by everyone and whJ would beat you with his 

fist or anything. When I was in Starrlard one we heard the 

teacher next year would be Mr. Z, the most hated teacher at 

the school. Because of this the next year five p.ipils didn't 

cane back to school - among than were the brightest students 

in the class. I rarenber one person, Jose:Eti Martin, he was later 

the leader of the most fearful gang in Athlone. He has been in 

arrl out of prison often. He was a bright student. 

Fridays were the favourite days for staying out of school. Firstly 

it is tum-a.it day (house cleaning day) then perhaps you had to 

accanpany your nan to the old man's place of work so she can get 

sane rroney before he sperrls it on booze. Usually we weie sent in 

to get it. 'lllen on M::>rrla.ys the folks usually stayed at hone after 

a very pissed (drunken) weekern. You aren't allCMed to stay oot 

of school, so on M:lnday you I1UlSt Mave a letter fran your parents. 

My bigger sister wa.ild write it because my parents couldn't read 

or write. 

'fuen there was the problem of hidings. We "WOuld get them at hane. 

But irothers didn't like to see their kids hit by sanel:xrly else at 

school. We were reluctant to tell rny nan because we knew what 

would happen. M:m would turn up at school in her housecoat ready 

to fight. I rananber once she arrived at school because my little 

brother's abdauen was covered in blue marks - she came with a lepel 

(spoon) in her harrl! But then after this the teacher would victimise 

you arrl you might errl. up failing your exams. You've got to spend a 

whole year with that teamer, and maybe irore. 

Schools for working peq:>le in cape Tavn date back to the First decade of colonization. 

Jn his diary on April 17 1658 van Riebeeck wrote: 

Began holding school for young slaves... To stimulate the slaves· 

attention while at school, and to induce them to learn the 

Christian prayers, they were pranised each a glass of brandy and 

two inches of tdJacco vmen they finish their task. 4 
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By 1676 the Church Council in the cape was pressing for racially segre:rated 

schooling. 5 '!his was not, however, legally enforced until 1911, when the 

Appellate Division of the Union Suprare Court ruled that 'it was part of the 

policy of the cape School Board Act of 1905 to prarote the establishment of 

separate pUblic schools' far 'white and non-white children 1
•
6 

In 1962 moves were begun to transfer control of coloured education fran the 

.provinces to the central State. '!hen in 1964 the Coloured Persons' F.ducation 

.Act brooght this tuition urxler the Department of Coloured Affairs. '!his was 

deeply resented by the coloured cannunity·an:i was seen as a nove towards racist 

and inferior education.7 However despite centralisation of education control, 

schcx>ling far the majority of children defined as coloored was not made­

carptlsory until the late 1970s - and even then it was not always strictly 

enforced. 8 

One of the main prd:Jlens of ca:np.llsory education was the lack of facilities. 

In 1979 the number of p.ipils in the cape affected by 'double-session' scl1ooling 

(a method of literally doublirg the number of p..ipils using a school building) 

was 56,944.9 In Marcil 1980 the Secretary of Coloured Affairs admitted a back.101 

of 10,680 classrocms for coloored children. 10 

Added to the overcr~ing in schools is the 'p.it-dONn' of a basically alien 

school curriculum. Both the teachers and the educational material expect working 

class p.ipils to adopt paths to success an:i fonns of behaviour with which they 

are largely unfamiliar and which have little association with their daily lives~ 

M:>st of the stories coloured children are ra:iuired to read and the examples given 

in books are aba.lt another society - bourgeois an:1 usually 'white'. 'Ihe result 

is that the split,between school and the real ~ld gradually widens, an:1 the skills 

that px>r children need rrost to survive are frONned.on or ridiculed by their 

education. What often develops is an agonising and internalised contradiction 

between a desire to confonn to the schools' values and a rejection of the whole 
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The choices open to ghetto youths in this position are sketched out by 

Douglas Glasqow in his study of Watts before the 1965 riot. 11 firstly, 

he says they can choose to adopt the perspective of the educational 

system. However this requires that they reject the ghetto culture 

and even their peers and alienate themselves from their immediate social 

base. The second option is to make a somewhat marginal ad8ptation -

retaining some ghetto behaviours and selecting certain other 'alien' 

cultural valu~s and perspectives. The third option is to adopt the 

aspirations and social context which has the most familiarity. However 

this tends to alienate a youth from his or her education and requires the 

acceptan~e of 'second-class' status. Reinforced by the difficulty of 

actually staying at school and, often, a lack of enc9uragement from 

parents, this option leads to a~ anti-school bias. However this third 

cholce was seen, in Watts, as the most logical course of the many young 

men who fuelled the .• 12 
r10~. 

In Cape Town the reasons for a rejection of the educational system by 

coloured pupils are perhaps greater than in the United States. The 

school boycotts of 1980 make it clea~ that 'Coloured Education' was 

seen as second-rate, racist 'boere' indoctrination carried on in 

overcrowded and undersupplied schools by often under-trained teachers. 13 

One of the most dynamic features of the boycott was a total rejection of 

the set curriculum by students and the mounting of 'appropriate' seminars 

and lectures. 

The pressures and contradictions of working class schooling in Cape Town 

has led to an appalling drop-out rate among coloured pupils. figure 7a 

is a comparison between. the percentages of coloured and white pupil~ 

enrolled in the varinus standards during 1980. 
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'COLOURED' 

Percentage of 'coloured' and 

'white' children in school 

10 _ ...... 
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7 standards during 1980 .,......_ ___ .... 6 

5 __ .._ ______ --t 4 

3 ..., _____________ .....,.2 

1 

S/B 
_..---------~ S/A 

•o 
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Percentage of group enrolled 

'WHITE I 

I 
I 

I 

. . 

at school in S.A. 

(Source: Race Relations Yearbook) 

A study done in Bishop Lavis on the Capp Flats showed that more than 16~ 

of those inte~viewed had no formal education at all. Thirty per cent 

had not progressed beyond Standard 2 and 97% did ~at have a Matric pass. 

The median education level was only Sta~dard 4. 14 Another Cape FJats 

study showed that among 500 men with criminal records, 58% had been 

truants from school, 42% had been taken out of school to supplement 

their family income and 14% couldn't cope with school because they had 

15 moved house and school too frequently. And a poll amnng youths who 

were members of street gangs in Cape Town showed that 70% had failed to 
.. 16 

reach Standa~d 5. 
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Oill..DREN' S HG1ES: · ~IE 'S SIORY 

f.¥ parents separated fran each other when I was nine years old, but 

up until that time the family was together. I went to the Wingfield 

Pr.ima.z:y School until Starxlard 3 when I left school because of the 

hidings I got. We lived in a council house in Lion Street near 

Bloanhof Flats in District Six. f.¥ father never ~ked. He stole 

gun parts and made than up himself. I SCM him making the <juns. One 

day he shot a man in my ouma 's back yard. So he's in jail nCJV1. ?-¥ 
ouma told the :r;:olice the guns were buried in the groord in the yard. 

'llley asked rne also and said they'd give me RlS,00. But I didn't 

want to say. When they took my father I cried all night and cculdn' t 

eat or sleep. 

?-¥ nother worked in a tyre factory in Kensington. She earned RlS0,00 

per rronth. She ca.ildn' t look after us all and I was the eldest so 

I had to get out of the hoose. I went to stay with friends. But 

they were gangsters so I went hare again but my nother didn't want 

me so she got me sent here (Bruce Duncan Children's Hare) . 

When I was at school there was the CTS (Cape Town Scorpions) gang there, 

their ages fran 10 to 16. I knew fair of than and they were· stealing. 

I soon learned what to do. Later they were locked up in 'refmm', in 

Bonnytam (place of safety) • To be with than I went on the rampage. 

We brake into Shawco at KensingtC:n and broken open the safe. We got 

R3 500 but my buddy took it all for himself and gave it to his family. 

He was 13. '!he people opp::>site Shawco phoned the :;:olice and they came 

and took fingerprints and locked me up in the :;:olice station ... for three 

. rronths and 10 days. '!he magistrate sent me to Bonnytoun. '!hen fran 

there the welfare~nurse sent me here (Bruce Duncan Hane). I was in 

Bonnytoun for three weeks •. But the older guys used to hit me and tried 

to tattoo me to becane one of their gang, one of the B..-i:'K (Born Free Kids). 

But I didn't want to. \'hen I came here I was glad to see that the people 

wore ordinary clothes an:1 not khaki's. Khaki is just being inside. I 

like it here. . • not locked up. Except at school here they hit me and 

laugh at the way· I write. My hands shake and it canes out funny. 
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When I was in the cells ~e were two other boys of 10 years old with 

me. One of than brc:ke into a safe and the other stole a bicycle. One 

:• had a TLK (Terrible Lightning Kids) tattoo on him. We uSErl to eat 

katkop and bitter coffee. We only had ~ blankets and it was very 

cold. We had a mat to sleep on. Arrl the toilets stank and there was 

never any toilet paper. We went to the court in a remarrl-truck in our 

a.Jn carpartnent. I don't kncM litlat happened to my other buddies. 

Wlen I was locked in the big cells, in Pollsm:ior, this big guy told 

me to take my clothes off. I didn't want to so I starting banging on 

the door and screaming. He threw a shoe at me which hurt and I started 

crying. When the warder came I told him ~at was go,i.ng on. He just 

said the guy should have fucked me 'till I was dead. 'Ibey noved the 

guy CMa.Y, but later I was raped and the gangsters there tool my jeans 

and shoes and leather jack.et. 'Ibey gave me broken stuff. Lots of guys 

make big trouble - especially on the way to carrt or when we're waiting 

there. 'Ibey tell the other guys to "t.hlJ.e off their clothes, and if they 

have those balls and d1ains on they hit than with the chains and the 

balls. 

Also the p:::>lice at the cells take all pa_E?ers and pictures and rings and 

watches and rroney when you go to court. When you cane back they give 

back the pictures and rings andwatches, but they keep the rroney. 'Ihe 

p:>lice are terrible, they just want to kill guys! 'Ibey shot this girl's 

brother because he stabbed sarebod.y and tried to run aJ/lay over the roofs. 

'Ihe police get you into trouble if you just pee ·in the road or swear 

or thrCM stones at doves or anything. We didn't even kill the doves. 

We built a big cage am. saw hew many we could keep. Sane days the same 

policemen will arrest you for doing the same thing he SaM you doing 

yesterday. 

In prison one night some policemen tame to my.cell because they said 

they wanted to teach me to shoot. But I didn't want to go so they locked 

me up again. '!hey were drunk and I was scared they'd shoot me by mistake. 

'Ihey used to call us 'hotnots' and told us to work harder and quicker and 

callerl us 'fucking bastards' • '!hey userl to hit us with metal rulers on 

our heads if we wouldn't clean for them or wash up or make focrl. Sanetimes 

in the evening the Captain would cane aroorrl and ask us hew we were. 
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When I told h.im what the warders did he said: "'!hat's okay. Why don't 

yru cane to jail more often?" But the night the judge canes around all 

the polire are quiet. He only canes once a nonth. 

Here (in Bruce Duncan) my old gangster buJdies still i;:hone me at weekerrls 

- just to make trouble. 'llley want to cane and bring other skollies with 

them. E'ven if they got a lekk.er job they'd steal fran their boss. 

'llley' 11 always be gangsters. In my area there were Terrible Josters, the 

CTS, the BFK, the TLK, the M:iS (M::mgrels) and the Nice Time Kids. 'lllere 

was also the Mafia and the Jesters. My nother's brother is also a gangster. 

When my nother told h:im to stop being a gangster and shooting people he 

left hane. He carries knives on h:im and thing like a sword. My other 

brother isn't a gangster. He also was sent to Bannytoun but when he 

came out he was gocx:l and he worked. 

I used to work with the CI'S. There were over 200 rrenbers. '!hey used 

to sen:! us to shebeens to steal wine and dagga for than. ~ and my 

buddies would go there and wait 'till the people were drunk and stoned 

and then steal their dagga and wine arrl m::ney. '!he big-time gangsters 

thooght we were their ser.vants. '!hey WCA.lld make us buy cigarettes and 

peanuts and sweets for than. And they wculd make us steal for then. 

Once they sent rre into a school to open the safe. When they had the 

m::mey they gave me only Rl,00 and told me to go hane and buy sweets. 

Also they used to pickpocket. '!hey triai to teach rre but I didn't want 

to. My friends did - and they ba.lght long velvet three-piece suits. We 

used to steal fran supermarkets - tins of focxi - and go to sleep in a 

broken, ruined house. We stole a pr.imus stove and we lived there. 

I like it here at Bruce Duncan. But I get hane-sick when I have to sleep 

alone at night. I wruld like to sleep in the rcx:m with other guys. Its 

like a big family here. It's nice like a big family. I can't really go 

hane. My nother is married again. My stepfather's narre is Ridwaan. 

When I go hane at weekends my sister always fights with rre and Il¥ ste~ 

father helps my sister and never rre. 
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According to Muslim News, during ·1981 there were up to 200 <XX> young people in 

hanes for child care in South Africa. Of these 95% were -~ orphans but had 

one or both parents living. 17 'lhese hanes are partly State-funded an:l have 

to canply with State resulations. In one of these institutions, in cape Town 

and coloured children, just over 84% of the inmates were fran families which 
. 18 

were ultimately destroyed as a result of the excessive use of alcohol. 

The divorce rate in South Africa is correspondingly high. Between July 

1980 and June 1981 there were 19~710 divorces - 54 a day. 19 To compound 

this, as we have seen, there is a very high rate of births to single 

mothers, and the Theron Cn~~jssion found that among coloured mothers in 

1970 this rate was 43% (whites 3%). Even if this figure is adjusted for 

couples living as families but who are not offir.ially married, it is still 

greater than one third of all coloured births. 

Initially Children's Homes in Cape Town were not designed to take in 

the overspill of broken families but to house children left homeless 

and parentless by wars and, particularly~ epidemics. Their brief was to 

'civilise' these 'wqifs and street Arabs' and put them to service. Girls, 

from these homes were in some demand as domestic labour. In 1876 the 

Superintend~nt-General of Education was moved to note that: 

I was very much gratified to find from the Insp~ctor's 

Report of the St. Michael's Home Mission School, that 

the standard of instruction and the discipline were 

satisfactory. When I call to mind thP. wild, unkept, 

hetrogencous, lot of human waifs and strays, which you 

i~troduced to my notice a year or two ag0, I feel that a 

real work both in teaching and training has heen done. You 

have succeederl in P.levating 70 or 80 nondescrip~s to the 

ordinary level of civilised humanity.20 
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Today the emphasis has shifted from the parentless children of some 

disaster to (almost exclusively) the products of broken families. And 

it is the lucky ones who go to children's homes. Their street brothers -

and there are perhaps thousands in Cape Town - scratch out a living by 

petty theft and selling newspapers, sleeping around the warm air-

conditioning pipes of big buildings in the inner city at night. In the 

children's homes children receive food, clothing and shelter as well as 

counselling and medical care. But children's homes do not - and cannot -

shield youths from the contradictions which assail children in all working 

class families. Generally under-staffed and often under-financed: they 

are forced to fight (and ofte-n lose) a battle cqainst the lure of the streets. 

REFORMATORIES: THE TEACHERS' STORY 

At the end of 1980 there were 2421 coloured youths under the age of 18 

committed to reformatories, schools of industry or children's homes in 

22 the Western Cape. More than half of these w~re in wh3t are known as 

Children's Act Schools, where they are plar.ed by courts for misdemeanour 

or felony. The largest of these is Porter School situated on a farm in 

the beautiful Tnkai valley. During the past five years it has had an 

annual inmate population of just under 600 boys, but in April 1981 it 

was as high as 733. It was started with a bequest nf £20,000 from 

Mr. William Porter in 1881. 23 The previous year 66 youths had been 

convicted of offences which were thought to warrant detenetion in a 

reformatory (24 for theft, 14 for gambling and 9 for vagrancy). By 

1891 the reformatory contained 54 boys and the first case of sodomy 

24 w;:is reported. 
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The problems of detaining large numbP.rs of youths - many of whom are 

tough and street-wise - within a confined area call for tight control 

measures. When a boy first enters the reformatory he is placed in the 

'strafkoshui~' (cells) for about two weeks to 'cool off'. Then he is 

sent to work in the fields for about three months where he becomes part 

of the 'bandiet' workforce. Here treatment is severe. Boys are taken 

out early in the morning and often do the work of ploughs by hand. Many 

youths who passed through the reformatory remember great brutality on 

the part of the white farm overseers and beatings for 'slacking'. 

Porter has about 140 staff members, of whom about 90 arP. white. They 

are divided into the administrative, academic and psychological sections, 

which are fairly small, and the trade and hostel sections which are 

large. A staff member admitted that the hostel staff were 'fairly crude' 

in their handling of the boys, having a 'rough and ready' approach 

without previous experience in juvenile problems. 

These hostels are the core of gang activity. Although ganging is 

banned in the reformatory it is extensive, and together with the Ottery 

and Faure institutions, Porter is the hP.art of the two Cape 'super-gangs': 

The CTS (Cape Town Scorpions) and the BFK (Born Free Kids). A former 

staff member agreed that, in a way, the gangs were beneficial to the youths 

beca•.1se: 

white people tend to look at the coloured people as 

a homogeneous group, whereas thP.re is actually a great 

variety of outlooks and allegiances. So a boy coming 

into Porter could find his "spiritual" home in one 

particular group. They are very friahtened when they 
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come in. In the gang a boy would be protected. He 

would find a "family" where he could feel solidarity 

and s•.•pport - and in a sense make some progress. 25 

If a b~y hss no gang affiliation on leaving the 'strafkoshuis' cells he 

is immediately grabbed by one of the gangs and given a tattno behind his 

ear. This will either be 'BFK', 'CTS' or 'KFS' (King Fighting Souls or 

'Kafferslagters'). A staff member pointed out that the youths rapidly 

realise that their position in the gang is more a matter of self .... protection 

than self-expression. 26 

Another staff member outlined the gang structure in the hostels: 

I found this out from the BFK's. The CTS were not 

forthcoming with information. The gangs all seemed 

to have a 'General' at the top. The general of the 

BFK was a guy called Madoppie, he used to be an Argie 

boy (newspaper vendor) in Lnng Street. he was helped 

as a small kid by the bergies (tramps) and sl~pt in a 

pipe. His instructions were law. later in the year, 

when he was pinned down, among his possessions were 

many knives and sharp instruments. He was arrested 

and tried in the reformatory for dagga charges and 

'bende aktiwiteite' (gang activity). The ethers told 

me this boy would hand out a knife and say, right, go 

and knife that one - and make sure you get him tonight. 

It was a power thing really, being a member of a gang. 

They had a network wh~ch sought to exploit the reformatory 

situation and find glory among their peers. There was 

this very repressive regime, and these boys would seek 

out the weak links and exploit these. And the gang 

leaders, like Madoppie, wculd hoard dagga and sort 

of reward his lieutenants with it. Oagga was ~kind 
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of lever.· But Madoppie knew how to use physical power -

pure intimidation of a fairly brutish kind. I think 

this was the basis of his power. The authorities did 

everything possible to disrupt the gangs, but the 

gangs fed on the system, they are part of it, and 

gang allegiance almost always would over-ride the 

reformatory epaulette (privilege) system. 

Also homosexuality is rife among the boys. It's part of 

the way of life there. This one small boy in Standard 7, 

I remember, he wes continually raped by the others. He 

was considered 'easy'. Sometimes boys are also gang-raped. 27 

Punishments within the reformatory are usually carried out in the hostels. 

A staff me~ber observed the hostel staff to· be 'extremely authoritarian ••• 

they have a jail mentality'. 28 

Each hostel had two or three house fathers and a number of assistants. 

These people probably have standard 6 qualifications, if 

that. So the standard of treatment of the "hotnots" and 

"~affirs", as they are called, is abysmal. The staff will 

.refer to the boys like this: "Jou fokken hotnot, ek skop 

you wind uit, you fokken bek stukkend". That's standard 

procedure. When a boy commits a crime - violence, 

dishonesty, dagga - he's brought before a "court" of 

these u11educated whites who are required to give him a 

hearing and mete out punishment. There's a set of 

punishment codes. 8ut often justice can go awry. for 
• dagga a boy gets six lashes ·· the cane is rai..sed to the · 

ceiling and the man puts every ou~ce of strength into it. 

frequently he opens the skin on the boy's buttocks. Then 

he's put in a cell~ stripped of his epaulette (privileges) 

and has to do three months in the fields. 29 

i'!' 
i' .. 
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Often, however the staff feel justified in meting out harsh treatment 

because of the tough boys they are being paid to control. Here is a 

selection from some of the many interviews done with institutiionalised 

. yo11ths in Cape Town: 

Gamaat: The only other jail I've been in is Pollsmoor 

far murder and a rape case. There was a whole lot of 

chommies, she was a big girl, man, about 16, in Belhar. 

We also used to steal cars - and money, then we'd buy 

wine and dagga. At the time I was 13, and now I'm 15. 

Pietie: I went to school 'till standard 3, then I ca~e 

hAre (to the reformatory). I've never worked -·me and 

another guy would do things. He was 17 and I was 15. 

I thought that if you're 17 you're really big and know 

everything - he was in high school. He used to tell me 

to jell with him and break into houses. We did it a lot. 

Chicken: I am 18 years old and have been here since I 

was 16. But I first went to Bonnytoun when I was eight 
* years old. That was because two chommies and I killed 

a BFK. My one chommie stuck a knife in his back and we 

left him in the bushes. The police soon found out and 

they came and took me away. Long ago my father wa3 locked 

up also. He killed his own brother. 

However,evidence suggests that a question mark be placed over the 

possibilities of actual 'reform' in Cape Town reformatories and schools 

of industry, especially when they provide environments not much harsher 

than the streets from which the youths come. One teacher at a Children's 

Act school claimed that: 

• 
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A newspaper article supporting these v-iews was published in the Argus 

in 1982 by a former Porter psychologist 

")_·-. 
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THE ARGUS. THURSDAY OCTOBER 21 1982 

:.?ORTER: 
REFORMING 
:DR PUNISHING 
:ZUOTE: " I reel the subsequent viciousness 
ll many or the boys is directly correlated 
·:~o the excessive punishment and beatings 
1hey received at the reformatory." 

A psychologist who worked for three 
years at the Porter Reformatory be­
lieves the hea\'y emphasis on punish­
ment at the institution ·· made the boys' 
li\'es miserable without having the de­
sired eHect of rehabilitation.·· 

\1r Em::! Krc·nebeq:. 
wh0 1~ a it-2::.ire~ 1n p€da­
{!OPC'~ a'. \\ e;.l<·~ Train· 
ing Ct·'.;ep-. rE-s1gned 
from r.:.~:fr Refc·rma­
torv in 1~7~ bt>...-.;t::'e of 
the· ra<-.<:'. prt-1:.:d1cc of 
mJm >'.a': m.::-:-:~·- r;. and 
bt·c<.iu,,- t:· ft:;; ·th.: 0'3· 

turl' of t~.~ in,::!:1on was 
not 11~;:' ,,, lead to 
rehJbt!1::~::..'~ · 

~tr l\~·:·r.et.crf. who 
ha,; ~11 yb~:' ex;:r.·nence 
a:; a tt:·.>: ~."~ a~.i:! p~ychol­
og1s1. v.c·r .. ed lo~ many 
\·ear~ in a Britisl-, com­
inunit' h·:.:ne anc! region­
al a~,;.e;.;.:-:ie1: cen:re for 
chlldrer. !o~"1d guilty of 
com:-n11t:~;: offences He 
ha> a rr,e:•'ier·;. degree in 
psychplf.;:- frvrr. Lond•:.:, 
[n1H•r;.:'.\ ar,~ i5 now 
wrttin~ !".:~ dce:\oral the­
si~ or. tr., tre~:ment or 
jU\l'r.il,; d,;l:r.qt:in!s in 
&•uth :\::,;a 

In ar. :r.:e;·. iew with 
Woman; Ar!!t.' he de­
scribt:·d $<s .. <igt- beating!> 
whi'h hE v.11nessed at 
Porter H,; also told of 
how ba•:c ht-a1th care 
wa~ ina:~quat~ and how 
a man 11o::r "s:andard 5 
edu(a::c· ar.c n'1 medic.:! 
traimr.,: d-:·c 1d;-: whe~he: 
th.: bt'"' ""f~e fit tu do 
puni,:roi::-=:-:: dr1!! 
H~ s;:.: al:r.0..;:r. sor:1t­

min\'r 1>..:>~0\t-r:.e:i\~ hc.d 
~•'n rr.;, :·, sin' f the Col­
ou rt•c P.q·n·;.er.tat1\e 
PerSl'r.~ C0t..n::: (l1mrr.!:. 

tt-t- of Inquiry into all 
11oelf:.re institutions. re­
f.:-·:m and industrial 
S('~·:·ol5 in l9i9. basic con­
d.: 1••n:: at the school re­
r:-.:.:m'd unchanged 

H.,. s;iid Porter remind­
(-': n1rn of .. a French Ro­
C''~" r;i:;tle - the sur­
r•_ot;:id1n!!~ are beautiful 
;;;:~ the\ ha\·e love!\' or­
n a r:i c ni a I ponds ·and 
fl,-.,. t'r beds but thev are 
r.-:·: d0ing things to im­
p~on: the lot of the boys. 
Tho: staff use the bCl\"s to 
create acceptable' and 
d:.::~ming conditions for 
the:-i:~r]\·es. ·· 

&··;s were sent to the 
rei·:·rmatory by magis­
tra:e or supreme courts 
1:Y€·<sd of punishment. 
Ye: rather than perform­
m;: an educational role 
t~:f reformatorv had a 
p:;:-:1t!\·e role. · 

During his time at the 
srr.ool the .. number of 
ti.:a~ings received by the 
t,.: ... ~ each vear had ~n 
qd:£: phenomena1.·· 

·· Because of the na­
tu:-e of the starr and their 
p~e1ud1res they quite of­
tef; interpret normal be· 
b • 1c·ur a:; insubordina­
!:c·:. ThE· thing that the 
b-... ,.~ most serious!\· ob­
JE'"( :fd tu was that· they 
··H~f not g1\'en the op· 
P':.~:.:n1:~ to expl(lin what 
r.~ ~·~·~·ned - they were 
:~:<-:: in a so~! of kanga· 
~.:·" ceo:.irt where they had 

to prove they were not 
guilty ... 

·· The staff members 
who administered the 
punishment did it with a 
degree of severity 1 
found astonishing Some 
of them would admini~­
ter the strokes in as sa· 
distic a manner as possi­
ble - really lamming 
out at the boys. 

"I am of the opinion 
that if you hurt people 
that hurt produces ag­
gression that must come 
out. I feel the subsequer.! 
viciousness of man\' of 
the bovs is directlv "cor­
related to the excessive 
punishment and beating3 
they received at the 
reformatory. 

"I'll give you an exam· 
ple. 1 saw one boy being 
given four of the hardest 
blows I have ever seen 
administered. I followee 
him outside and saw him 
strike out and realh 
smash into the first bo:. 
he came across. . 

"To mv mind there 
ought not· to be any cor­
poral punishment at al! 
There is no evidence that 
punishment creates any 
improvement in behav­
iour. Most Porter boys 
have probably been sen­
tenced to at least two 
beatings by a magistrat£c­
before thev arrive at th.: 
institution· It is usual!·; 
on Iv after the\" ha\ f 
committed a third of­
fence that thev are sen· 
tenced to a ref ormator; 
If the whippings ha·d 
helped they would not 
hav' landed at Porter 

The reformaton has 
punishment codes \..·hid". 



allow for whippings even 
in the case of trivial of­
fences like using the tele· 
phone without 
permission. 

"The ven· fact that 
they have such compli· 
cated codes of punish· 
ment suggests that Por­
ter is a punitive rather 
than a rehabilitiatve 
institute." 

Mr Kroneberg said 
boys who absconded 
from lhe reformaton 
were sometimes sen·· 
tenced to whippings by 
the ·court and then 
whipped again on their 
return to Porter. 

"In one case a bov who 
ran away from P"orter 
and committed a crime 
was sentenced to five 
strokes by a magistrate 
He was gi,·en the fiH 
strokes in the morning 
and when he returned to 
Porter in the afternoon 
given six more stroke; 
for absconding.·· he said 
.. He got a tot a 1 of 11 
strokes in one day 

"Another factor that 
caused great distress was 
the inadequatf health 
care Although. the Dis· 
trict Surgeon made a 
weeklv visit and serious­
ly ill ·boys were sent to 
Victoria Hospital dail~ 
health inspectior.s wen· 
done by two wardens. 

.. One of the warden3 
had onlv a star.dard 5 
education vet he was al· 
lov.:ed to decide v;hether 
a bo\· should be admitted 
to the sick ba\· and morf 
importantly \.;he!her he 
was flt to do pu:mhmen: 
drill 

"The punishment drill 
consists of half an hou:­
of continuous strong 
physical trainrng Any 
bo,. seen to falt.:r is irr.· 
m~iatelv caned If a bov 
complains that he is 1n 
pain or ill the v;a!"den ex· 
amines him. If he sa,·s 
nothing is wrong then the 
boy is given cuts for 
wasting time. 

··Man\· of these bovs 
are "in p0or physical ccir.­

; dition v.·hen the• arrive 
' al the reformato·:·y. They 

ma,· have been ir. serious 
fights aad have old injur· 
ies which trouble therr. 

Yet they are suspected of 
malingering if they 
complain. 

"One bov complained 
of severe headaches. He 
said he had been beaten 
on the head during a 
fight. They said he was 
putting it on. After I in· 
tervened he was ad­
mitted to hospital and 
found to have severe sec­
ondary syphilis. 

Another "very unsatis· 
factory aspect"' was _the 
long period of retention. 
Boys were usually sen­
tenced to two years in 
the reformatory. 

Mr Kroneberg said: '"If 
the\· committed the same 
offence as an adult they 
would often have got a 
far shorter prison term." 

The chief aim of the 
institution seemed to be 
to make bovs conform to 
the rules and regulations 
of the institution rather 
than teaching them to 
adapt to society. Often 
the type of boy who best 
conformed to the rules of 
the institution was most 
unsuccesful when he left. 

.. We had one bov 
whose behaviour at Por· 
ter was top rate yet a 
week after leaving he 
landed in prison In my 
opinion there is no reha· 
bilitation at all if reha· 
b1htation means going 
out into society and 
adapting and living with 
other people." said Mr 
Kroneberg. 

"Being deprived of the 
normal social activities 
of a free society is pun· 
ishment enough. The 
longer you keep young 
people away from fref 
society the harder it is 
for them to adapt when 
they return. 

"'They don't learn to 
relate to their families 
because their mothers 
and fathers are allowed 
visits only once a month 
They are not allowed vis· 
its by their brothers and 
sisters or their friends 
How can the\' form and 

. maintain meaningful re· 
lationships if thev're not 
given the opfortunity to 
meet people . 
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" Porter's answer to 
the boys· problems is to 
beat them or keep them 
longer. If they don't im­
prove after two years 
then they are kept for 
three years. 

"Take the case of three 
of my boys. who were 
kept at Porter in excess 
of two years. Soon after 
their release they were 
banged because they 
murdered a former pupil 
of Porter by beating him 
to death with bricks and 
spades.'· · 

The final irony came 
when the bovs were 
released. .. 

'·Porter sends boys out 
with the clothes they 
have on and perhaps R 
1.50 in their pockets and 
then wonders why they 
end up in prison. \'\o 
preparation is made at 
the material level to al­
low them to adjust to so­
ciet v. In most cases their 
parents haven·t the mon­
ey to support them. 

.. One of our best be­
haved boys - a champi­
on runner who never 
committed an offence in 
the institution - was 

sent home to Pretoria to 
his blind f<ither and crip· 
pied mother. They had no 
means of supporting him 
and within a week he 
was caught stealing and 
sent to prison. 

'"If they are going to 
sentence bovs to two 
years in the reformatory 
then the last six months 
should be spent doing 
work which is remuner­
ated so the boys can have 
some sa\·ings to tide 
them over when thev are 
released. The little· thev 
do earn is absorbed in 
buying things like tooth-
paste and cigarettes. 

··Anv bov who comes 
to Porttfr ·has to make 
the decision within the 
first few days as to 
which gang he will join 
for his self protection . 
Bovs came to me and 
said thev did not want to 
join a gang but they had 
to for their own self·pro· 

tection. A new boy needs 
friends and gang mem­
bership assures him of 
friends. protection 
against assault and sod­
omy and also some of the 
necesities he needs. 

Mr Kroneberg said 
that in contrast to Por­
ter. boys at the British 
insitutions where he 
worked were ne\·er 
caned. 

"Punishment consisted 
of taking away rights 
rather than whippings 
and we would try and get 
the child to reflect on the 
reasons for his behaviour 
which was a great deal 
more constructive." he 
said. 

Cases were individual­
ly assessed bv a team o' 
psychologist"s. psychia­
trists. a social worker. 
teachers and the bo\·s· 
hous( parents. · 

··The important thing 
was that very little con­
siderc.tion was taken of 
the boy's past in relating 
to his future You were 
concerned with the bov 
and not so much what he 
ha;; done.·· 

The number of bo\·s at 
the reformatories· was 
small and at the institu· 
tion where he worked the 
staff to pupil ratio was 
three to one. 

··You were alwavs 
aware of the individu.al 
and were able to do a 
much more worthwhile 
and effective job because 
you could develop a per­
sonc.l relationship with 
the children:· Mr Krone· 
berg sa is. "The interests 
of the child came first 
rather than the efficiencv 
With Which \'OU COUid run 
the institution:· 

U:\DA VERG!';Al"l 
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PORTER REPLIES 
• " Corporal punish· 

ment is applied at this 
institution strictl\' in ac­
cordance with the Chil­
dren ·s Act (Act 33 of 
1960) In addition. in or­
der to make quite sure 
that at no Children's Act 
institution of the direc­
torate excessive punish­
ment is given, guidelines 
have been issued to prin­
cipals by the directorate 
and must be strictl\' ad­
hered to. The punish-ment 
code you referred to has 
not subst_antially changed 
(~rom 1919). The applica­
llon and the effect of cor­
poral punishment is re­
viewed periodically and 
as a result of the latter 
corporal punishment 
does not now feature 
prominently 

... Punishment drill 
was abolished in Januarv 
1982. . 

• .. Regarding medical 
attention. all senior per­
sonnel and those in 
charge of hos.tels have 
instructions to kefr a 
close check on the hea Ith 
of inmates Psvchoio· 
gists. school tei:JC"hers su· 
penntendents at hostels 
and heads of depart­
ments are not 1fied ~hen 
i.nmates suffer light in· 
Junes They are immed1· 
ately referred to the sick 
bay. Serious cases are re­
ferred to the Victoria 
Hospital Many cases are 
referred directlv to the 
District Surgeon -who \'is­
its the institution onc·e 
weekly. and who is alsc 
on standby. There is also 
a standb\' assistant da\' 
and mghi to take emei­
gency cases lo hospit.:.l 

" There has been a 
long standing •;acancy 
for a qualified nursing 

These are the main points in a written reply by the 
Directorate of Education of the Department of In­
ternal Affairs to the allegations made by Mr Krone-
berg. . 

sister for which no appl1-
cat1ons were recei\'ed. 
Fortunately an appoint­
ment has now been made 
with effect from No\'em­
ber l. 1982 Inmates with 
serious psychopathologi­
c al problems are re­
ferred to the full-time 
regi~•ered clinical psv­
chol0g1;t on the staff who 
arranges referral to a 
psychiatric hospital when 
neces.s..:.ry. 

• ·· Inmates who are 
discl" • .ar~ed from the in­
st it U i0n and have to 
tra\,;; overnight to their 
des:;r,;;:1on receive Rl.50 
pod-?: money per night 
as p:-e::.cnbed b\' the di­
rect(·:-.:.te as weil as pro­
\·1s10:-_,; for their journev 
and tt:eir rail ticket. 
Mos: o: the inmates also 
haH their own rnone,· re· 
ce1' E-C from their ·par­
ent~ ~f:>'-'~i:ed in a sa\'· 
inp ta:-:k account and 
C"Or.::-0::~ ii~ this institu· 
t1or. Triese amounts are 
pa:c 0~: to them when 
L~e~ ie::" e. Great care is 
tal-.f~ le· ensure that no 
cl:;:: tS released without 
be;::~ adequately pro­
\,d~ fo~ m all respects. 

• An observation 
tha! Purter School is 
5e€r. as a puniti\'e institu­
t.ioi: is doing. it an ,injus­
tice as It i.s m fact a re­
b at::: tat ion and care 
cen:~ fo:- juvenile de!in­
que::!:s Th~rapy is an im­
po:t.a:.: forrr. of rehabili· 
tat1c:: in which 
puci..~.:nent hardlv plavs 
a s1g::.:'.1cant roie. The 
maF:- emphasis is on 
at:.lde!L.lc and technical 

training and education in 
its broadest sense. One 
should expect that in any 
institution of this nature 
behavioural problems do 
come to the fore and 
strict but fair disciplin­
ary action is enforced. 
Problems are in the first 
instance referred to the 
psychology section where 
the principle of a ps\'cho­
therapeutic approach re­
ceives preference in solv­
ing emotional and 
behav!oural problems. 

" In conclusion the di­
rectorate would. like to 
point out that Mr Krone­
berg. on whose informa­
tion your article is based. 
was employed as a 
teacher psychologist at 
the Porter School for ap­
prnxi mate Jy four years 
until 1980. During this pe­
riod Mr Kroneberg who 
lays claim to a knowl­
edge of the British refor­
matorv svstem never at 
any .time· made any sug­
gestions or recommenda­
tions to the directorate 
concerning an improve­
ment to the rehabilita­
~ion P.rogra'.flme in vogue 
in Children s Act institu­
tions in South Africa. It 
must also be pointed out 
that. Mr Kroneberg·s ex· 
penence of Children·s 
Act schools is extremelv 
limited. being confined to 
the relati\'ely short peri­
od spent at Porter. He is 
thus hardly in a position 
to express an authorata· 
tive opinion on the South 
African system or to ex· 
press valid criticism. He 

has also never been reg­
is~ered as a psychologist 
with the South African 
Medical and Dental 
Council. 

"While Mr Kroneberg 
can most probably make 
worthwhile comments on 
educational matters 
which fall within the pur­
view of his experience. il 
is apparent that he is not 
qualified to judge on the 
directorate's Children's 
Act institutions. From 
the nature and spirit of 
certain of his observa­
tions his impartiality to 
achieve objectivit..,· is se­
riously questioned-." 

The reply is signed by 
the Press liason officer 
for the Director of 
Education 

NOTE: Mr Kroneberg is 
registered as a psycholo­
gist '"itb the British Psy­
chological services. He 
says: "When I returned to 
South Africa I did not 
register "A·ilb the Medical 
and Dental Council be­
cause it was unnecessary 
for my work at Porter." 
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PRISCNS: PAUL'S S'IORY 

Look I'm going to jail tanorrow (for seven years for stabbing a 

policeman) and I'm a bit heartsore~ Jail isn't a place for a human 

being. Prism life is no life. I'm really sorry I'm going there. 

Al though this is the land where I was born they make me feel not 

part of it. I've got a pale canplexion. I 1alOw my daddy was 

Ellropean. But he had to leave my m:::mny because of these Dutch 

laws, what do they call it ••• the I:rrm:>rality Act. After that 

things were bad for us ••• sane nights you'd cane back, all four 

of us, and there'd just be two cups of black coffee. We used to 

make up stories. • • and steal mild fran doorsteps and bread fran 

the bakecy. 'Ihat' s hCM I started stealing, doing this and that 

just to make ends rreet. Sanetimes I'd think: "when was the last 

meal - yesterday afternoon at 4 o'clcx::k and its already again 

4 o'clock and I haven't eaten yet". NcM you can think for yourself ••• 

yoo can go blind, you rcru.st have sc:mething to eat. Who is go.IDg 

to give yru focrl for nothing? But when I was little I was vecy 

wakey, you know. What makes me wakey wakey? Hard times! . 

'!hen I ran a:Na.Y fran hane, I started getting naughty, then I came 

under prcbation. You understard? They always take me hare again, 

but oraait, life there is just the same, I didn't want to be there 

because my father he was not there. · I just left. I went to 

school as far as Standard 6 - but nost of my time when I was small 

I spent in a refo:onatory. • • my parents were very poor. 

Reformatory is hard when yoo 're a little lightie. Like I got solitary 

confinement .•. lcx::ked up one, one. There you got a cup of castor 6il -

three fingers of milk. And if you drink that it makes you start 

shitting, you know, everything out. You becane so hungry you .don't 

kncw what to do with yourself - only a lavatory pot with you. You 

get a dose each day for three days. By . the thrid day you '-re so weak 

you can't stand. '!hen on the fourth day they take you rut and give 

yoo a full ration. But you 're so sick you can't eat. 

'lllen on the fifth day you go back for three days - perhaps you get 

12 days like this. Arx:1 when you finished you go straight into the 

span (work team) • 'llley don't even keep you in the yard to get your 

strength back. 
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The authority thing there got me. Every m:>rning you do P.T. 

These exercises are not to help you, they are to day "I am the boss 

here. You do as I say, not like the way you want it". It's 

running up steps and down steps for an hour. 

So I ran <:May. I was working in the officer's roan one night and 

I saw the main gate's key there. I took it and a hat and scarf 

with a harrlkerchief and a JroUtrorgan and 'Wellt. I was lying in the 

grass aitside and I could hear than htmting for me. I caild hear 

them say if they got me they would murder me. But they passed me. 

I stayed out three days before they caught me. They undressed me and 

locked me in a cell. Then at 5 o'clock they made the 'Vilole refonratory 

stand in two lines with tcwels. They're canvas tcwels, they're hard, 

they crack like sarething breaking men you dry yourself. The two 

lines had to fold the towel like and ax's tail and I had to walk 

between than and everyone hit me - as hard as they caild. There 

were about 500 guys! After that they pulled me over a table - your 

anns one way and your legs the other way - and they gave me 12 shots 

with the heavy cane on my back. I've still got blue marks all over ..,. 

also en my sides, dbs, my ann.s and sane on my neck. 

Alright I got over that, and I escaped again. I went to join the anny ... 

but the refonratory people were there signing in a batch of reforrrato:r:y 

boys. 'Ibey caught me and said I was too young for the army and 

caildn • t sign the papers. But I wanted to and they fourrl my dad and 

he signed. So I joined the army. '!bat was December 1939. I went to 

Robben Island for a six-week course arrl then Durban. 'lhere were a lot 

of gangsters and crooks in the Cape Corps! After that I went to Port 

St Jahns then to the desert. We went on and on - 1940, 1941, 1942. 

We were digging trendies and they said the ooloureds weren't fighting. 

But we were fucking car:r:ying rifles and bullets and why do you do that 

if you're not fighting? 

'!hen in 1943 - I think it was Jtme - Tl.lbruk fell. I got caught. I 

was stabbed in the chest with a bayonet ••• there's still a big hole, 

it cane right out the back. 'Ihey left me there thinking I was dead. 

Then the GentE11 1s Red Cross carre behind and took me in an ambulance 

to a concentration carrp. 'Ihere I was again! '!hen they were :rroving 

us one day - about 50 in a truck. We started s.1roking dagga which we 
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had and blc:Ming at the guard. He was sitting there with a machine 

gi.m and he was yawning and sleepy. We jumped on him and killed 

him. We made a hole in the side of the truck and got out. We 

drove until we came to a fann with Italians. Fucking traitors! 

'Ibey can't fight. But they called the Arrericans who took us to 

the British lines. 

We went to England far about two m:mths arrl. then they sent us back 

to South Africa. 'Ibey said they would give us trucks and things 

to help us out after the arrcy. But where are they? 

My people didn't expect ne. I went to see 11¥ rrother and she said 

it's no use going hate to your wife because she's having an affair 

with another man. I didn't want to believe it. I went to the 

house that night. I knew where the key was so I went in at the back 

door and locked the door behind ne. I locked the front door and 

took the key also. 'lllen I went to the roan where 11¥ wife was lying 

with this other man. I took out a bayonet. '!hey were so intimate 

with each other they didn't even notice rre. So I stabbed h.im, 

thinking I was stabbing through both of them together. But she 

jumped out and ran away. 

So I received a sentence for the hangman's noose. I went to ?retoria 

for three rronths. One rroming they called us and .,I thought it w-as 

time but I never heard the preacher oorre around yet. We were 12 in 

Death Rc:M. 'Ihen the one officer said to the other: "Take this one 

(rre) to the office." Then he told me they wanted to give rre a chance 

because I had been fighting for 11¥ land. But they said I mustn't 

fight with 11¥ CMn larrl 's people. I got a life sentence. 'Ihe other 

11 were hanged. I never got the rope. And as with life, I finished. 

it. And then again I went to prison. And tarorra.v prison again. 

When I went in for life there were about 60 rren in one cell. Long-tenn 

indeterminate sentence prisoners. 'lllere was a lot of fighting in jail. 

And there was a code am:mg them. 'lllere's the 26, 27, 28 and Big Five. 

'llle code arrong them is not actually a piece of pa.per that you can:y. 

You have to remember - Die Beek, Die Wet, Die Plank. 'Ihis prison gang 

tltlng starte::l on the mines. Each gang has a judge, a magistrate, a 

doctor arrl. an office man they call a rrbalan wno takes the names of new 
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recruits. Each gang identifies itself by singing. '!hey nust tell 

each other things through stories. Whei1 you care in they try to 

frighten you when you are in that fearful stage and they watch 

you. 

When this thing first started there were two gangs. 'lliey used to 

rob people. One would rob you with his m:in:l, the other wbuld rcib 

you with force. '!hen scree pulled out and made another gang, and 

then there were three. '!hat's where they cane fran. 'Ihey are 

different to outside gangs. But they are ccrmected. Like when 

we're outside I do you a dirty and then you tell your brother and 

when I care inside the prisc:n I 'rn finished. But they work different •. 

In prison they cane up behind you and stab you. Outside its by force ••• 

they' 11 grab you and your gun and jump into the car and there you go 

to Texas. 

Inside, it they like your.trousers they take them. You can't say 

nothing. And if you do you're gonna be stabbed. When you make a 

fault with these people they go and sit in a kring (circle) first. 

Then they discuss you. '!hen three men get the knife. '!hey issue it 

fran the magazine stores - they've underground. And if the knife 

is taken out it doesn't cane back the way it went out. ItS gotta 

care back with blood or a report behind it. The three rren are:· one 

to stab and two to escort and do the job if he misses. '!hey use a 

short blade for punisl"lirent shots and a long one for hang-paal. '!he 

·sentence of a magistrate is a short blade and of a judge its a long 

blade. 

NON if its a 26 they stab you in this way: A light sentence, the first, 

is· in six minutes, the seroiid in six hours, the third in six days, the 

fourth in six weeks and the fifth in siX years. So like for the last 

one you know they're gonna stab you for what you've done but don't know 
when for six years! Even if you' re transferred to another prison the · 

sentence goes with you. You think nobcdy knows you but they're there, 

just waiting. 
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'!bat• s hCM priscn life is. It's terrible nan. NCM if I'm 

not a gangster what am I to do? Save It¥Self? You kriow I 

don't like violence. It's not a matter of being violent. 

But sanetirtles prisoners make you mad because they interfere 

with your self-respect. You are not won:ying anybcrly but they 

are worrying you. I'm a sl<JV1 starter. I take long to get 

cross. But when I get cross nothing will stop me, not even 

It¥ roother. And she's dead n<JV1. You must join sarething. 

'lb be loose neans everycne can clout and kick you whenever 

he likes, even fuck you. So you have to join sarething. 

And what is right is right. I'll die for it. And if there's 

a way I can help to get South Africa down, especially white 

South Africa, I'll do it. 

Black Panther activist George Jackson carmented that 'black men born in 

the United States and fortunate enough to live past the age of 18 are 

ccnditioned to accept the inevitability of prison ••• I was prepared for 

prison. It required only minor psychic adjustments.• 32 

In South Africa the problem is, if anything, rrore acute with a prison 

:r;:opulation arrong the highest in the world. 'Ihe daily average of inmates 
,f 

is around 100 cx:x>. 33 

A racial breakdown of the South African prison :r;:opulation per 100 cx:x> 

(official statistics here are obsessively racial) for the period June 

1979 to June 1980 was: 

• 
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Coloureds: 729 per 100,000 of the Coloured population 

Africans: 362 per 100,000 of the African population 

Whites: 81 per 100,000 of the White population 

Asians: 57 100,000 of the Asian population. 34 per 

The figure for so-called coloureds is extremely high - 66% higher than 

the national average, which is in turn one of the highest in the world. 

It is nearly double the figure for Africans, even although the number of 

blar.k prisoners is inflated by the many sentenced for technical (mainly 

Pass) offences which do not affect thi:> coloured population. 

The rate of recidivism (repeated conviction and imprisonment) is also 

extremely hiqh and rising. Between 1965 and 1975 it rose by 13?.>. A 

study of former male prisoners in Cape Town showed an alrming cyrle of 

institutionalisation ta~e place: 

63.6% had been in prison between 1 and 3 timAs 

36.4~.; had been in prison 4 times or more 

53.6% had been to a reformatory at least once 

32. 6?o had been in a children's home 

36% had been in a school of industry, and 

16.8% had been treated in a psychiatric hospital. 35 

To go by statistics, more criminal activity takes place in Cape Town 

thah anywhere else in the country. In 1979 the city, with 18% of the 

population among South Africa's principle urban areas, had 25% of t~e 

reported crime. Johannesburg, with 23% of the population, had 18% 

f th . 36 o e crime. At this point officials, and often the Press, tend 

to settle for the analysis that ~he Colo~red temperament is crime and 

violence prone'. And thP. statistics 'prove' it. But this is a form of 

selective myopia. Firstly one must remenber that other South African 

cities 'export' their unemployed and destitute to Bantustans through a 

cruel system of Passes and labour legislation. This skews convi~tion 
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and prison statistics in their 'favour' •. And secondly people defined 

as coloured are subjected to a more subtle but often more damaging 

form of racism than Africans. This tends to raise their living standard 

goals while binding them to second~class income possibilities. Commenting 

on a parallel situation in the U.S., George Jackson points out that: 

after one concedes that racism is stamped unalterably into the 

present nature of (the) socio-political 8nd P.conomic life in 

general • • • and concede further that criminals and crime arise 

from material, economi~, socio-political causes, we can then 

burn all of the criminology and penology libraries and direct 

our attention to where jt will do some good • • • for a real 

understanding of the failure of prison policies, it is senseless 

to continue to study the criminal- ••• men are brutalised by 

their environment - not the reverse. 37 

People defined as 'non-white' are in one way or another prisoners of an 

opprP.ssive structure whether they are inside or outside prison. But 

for thousands of people in Cape Town the prison - like the refor~atory -

has become a way of life. What they find there is taken back o~to the 

streets when they are released. To understand the street-corner culture 

it is therefore essential to begin to understand the rhythm of life in 

the prisons. 

Prisnn gangs 

Tradition places the origin of prison gangs in the early days of the 

Rand mines. An official report, based purely on oral tradition, has 

their date of origin as 1920 when a Zulu named Paul Mabasa ca~e up to 

the Witwatersrand to work on the mi~es. 38 Another report, based on both 

oral and documentary sources, finds evidence of these gangs during the 

\ 



248 

Boer War, 20 years earlier. 39 Accordin9 to this work, by Charles van 

Onselen, the origin of the first prison gang, the 28s,came about in 

this way: 

A man called Mzoozepi, born in 1867, migrated to the Rand from Harrismith 

in 1887. He finally secured employment with four gentlemen who subsequently 

turned out to be robbers. After a brief apprentic~ship with these four 

he broke away to operate independently. He joined a group of 'sigebengas' 

(criminals) and started practicing the 'abathelisa' trick (impersonating 

40 officials to rob migrants on their way home). 

Mzoozepi changed his name to Jan Note and rose to second 

in co~mand of a band of Izegelekege (brigands) under Mohlopa. 

This gang numbering some 200 hid in the caves and hills south 
41 of Jnhannesburg at a place called Shabulawawa. 

After Mohlopa's imprisonment and subsequent conversion to Christianity, 

Jan Nnte assumed command of the gang. Note himself derived inspiration 

from the Bible, saying that he read in the Book of Nahum 

about the state of Nineveh which rebelled against the Lord 

and I selected this name for my Gang as rebels against the 

Gove~nment's laws. 42 

Jan Note then changed his nama to Nongoloza and began to tighten discipline 

in his 'umkosi wa Ntaba' (regiment of the hills). 'I had', he wrot~, '~n 

induna called the Governor-General. I had my fighting general on the 

model of the Boer Vecht general. The administration of justice was confined 

to a judge for serious cases and a landdrost for petty cases. The medical 
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side was entrusted to a chief doctor or inyanga. Then I had colonels, 

captains and serge3ntc in charge of the rank and file soldiers.• 43 By 

1903 the Izelegelekege had found their way into the Amalaita brigand 

bands in Natal and their presence was noted in the Pietermaritzburg 

prison (to this day the 28 gang is referred to alternatively as Nongoloza, 

Amalaita or Ninevites). 

At a certain stage one of Nonogolo1a's lieutenants, Kikilijaan (or 

Ngelejane) broke away to form the 7.7 gang. It seems that the ~plit 

occurred over Kikilijaan's refusal to accept the Ninevite cuGtom of 

homosexuality. There is some doubt over why numbers were chosen as ganq 

· names. One account says the leaders parted with 28 f~ghters and 27 

fighters. 44 Another says the officers divided their allegiance seven 

45 to eight in the two gangs. The third major prison gang, the 26s, 

evidently came about when Kikilijaan, locked in the isolation cells in 

Pietermaritzburg, gave permission to six 'voeltjies' (non-gang members) 

to operate as a gang, supplying the 27 qang with money and tobacco. In 

return the 27s would protect the 26s by fighting on their behalf. 46 All 

three gangs agreed not to fight among themselves and defined for 
• 

themselves different times and areas of operation (28s from sunset to 

midnight~ 27s and 26s from midnight to sunrise). 

In 1907 Nongoloza was detained in Volks~ust prison. By 1912 his Ninevites. 

were to receive Parliamentary attention because of waves of crime and 

because of the visible existence on the Rand of a disciplined army of 

. 47 
soldiers operating outside the law. It was recognised that to throw 

the Ninevites into prison was to put them into the hP.art of the gang 

opp.ration. A state crackdown occurred both within and outside prisons. 
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Gangs on the Rand were flushed nut of disused mine shafts and gang 

membership in prison was made punishable. Nongbloza had hie life sentence 

commuted on condition he disclaimed any involvement with gangs. He lat.er 

became a 'native' constable. 

By 1914 the Minster of Justice was confident that the State had the 

upper hand outside prisons, and by about 1920 the gangs were non-existent 

in their original form. But they had become entrenched in the prisons, 

and were operating inside these institutions on the Rand as well as in 

Durban, Cape Town and Kimberley. In 1927 the gang opened operations in 

Barberton Prison. 48 

Prison gang structure 

Present-day prison gangs are both an ideological response to an unequal 

system, and a method by which scarce resources are both obtained and 

allocated. The Institute of Criminology found in a study that in a 

prison: 

the scraping of butter off one's bread, the splitting 

of matches, etc., are ~n attempt to create a small 

surplus, a barg8iningship in dealing and swapping. The 

competition and reward flowing from the distribution of 

forbidden dagga and cash is even more intense • • •49 

Although they have a long hist.ory, the gangs cannot be explained only 

in terffis of this history, and they draw their life from the present 

prison conditions and culture. The gangs, the Institute found, were 



organised in a h:frarchically ordered quasi-military 

structure. Memb~rship is in form, though not in reality, 

voluntary. Membership is further non-racial and non-ethnic. 

Each gang draws on its own oral tradition and bears its 

distinctive colourful (but mostly imaginary) uniforms, 

tattoas, flags, salutes and other military paraphanalia.50 

Each rank has specific duties and their officers 'wear' distinctive but 

imaginary uniforms. If an officer is transferred to another prison he 

will be asked to identify himself by describing this 'uniform' in exact 

detail and by rer.iting 'The Book' (a code of orally-transmitted laws). 

The uniform that is worn, for example, by a 'Neksman' is brown boots.and 

white leggings with three buckles on each. khaki trousers with a thin 

red stripe down the outside of the legs and a jacket with silver buttons, 

a khaki helmet with a white band on which is fixed the gang number (26). 

The sign of r8hk is worn on the right forearm and a revolver (a spoon) is 

worn on the right side. A notebook is 2lso carriPd in which the names of 

new members are written. A regular soldier does not wear the sign of 

rank and carries a rifle (a tin mug with a length of cloth looped through 

the handle - a deadly weapon). The Judge wears a dark cloak over his 

clothe=, Captains carry an imaginary radio, and a General wears six gold 

stars on each shoulder. 51 

Each gang distinguishes itself from the others according to its goals: 

The 28s pamper, protect and organise catamites or 'wyfies'. 

The 26 steal and rob by patience and cunning. The 27 protect 

and enforce the codes of 27 and 26 • The Big Five (25) 

through informing and collaborating with the authorities seek 

to maximise their privileges (very often these are men who 

turn State witnesses in trials). 52 
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The rankir.g within the gangs is highly structured. The 28s have a 

'Bloodline' (the 'male' line) which commits violence and protects 

their 'wives'~ and the'Private' line which comprises the sexual partners 

of the fighters and who do 'feminine' domestic chores. Ranking in the 

26 gang is as follows: 

Government Makwezie 

General No. 1 

Inspector No. 1 

Doctor No. 1 

Mbalan No. 1 (clerk) 

Prokureur No. 1 (advocate) 

Landdros No. 1 (magistrate) 

Judge No. 1 

Ca~tain No. 1 

General No. 2 

Inspector No. 2 

Doctor No. '> 

Mbalan No. 2 

J11dge No. 2 

Captain No. 2 

Sergeant Major 

Sergeant No •. 2 

Sergeant No. 1 

The'Heksman' (guard) 

Soldiers. 53 

The Institute of Criminology's conclusions about prison gangs are interesting. 

It found that although the distribution of services and scarce resources was 

perhaps at the core of gang formation there were other inducements. One 

arose because of tha high prison-inmate turnover and the diffuclty a'1 ex-

prisoner faced in getting a job and re-integrating ir.to the community. 

The man was thus constantly aware that he might return to prison. Therefore 

turning to the prison sub-culture was a form of investment, in that it 



253 

brought rewards and security as well as eventual rank and prestigP.. 

And because the gangs are nationwide he would keep his rank whatever 

prison he was sent to. A more subtle appeal to join a gang was the 

separation of inmates from their family or community. 

The separation may be the result of the inability to 

correspond (illiteracy), or the-inability to visit the 

inmate because of the cost of travelling. Or the 

separation may simply be the rejection by the family of 

a prisoner who has begun to serve a long-term sentence. 

Or his family may have disintegrated. 54 

The result is that the prisoner is cut off from external sources of 

cash or food, and this may force him to move away from an outward-
/ 

looking perspective and turn towards the prison community for security 

and brotherhood. He wjll then measure his self-esteem in terms of the 

standards of the prison sub-culture and join a gang. 

Once in the gang the laws of the brothP.rhood take over. At an initiation 

of a ·26 gang member the 'Doctor' steps up to the initiate~and bending his 

arm says: 'I bend your arm and break your power and share it with all t~e 

members of the 26. We are equally ·strong. If you do wrong, you must take 

your punishment (from slaps to the death sentence - DP). If you refuse 

then you still have your own strength and your brothers will kill you 

55 
because we have only 26 thoughts and we share our power equally.' A 

soldier in the 28 g~ng must swear to abide by rules which include the 

following: 

• 
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Indeed one of the 'super gangs' of the Cape flats, the Mongrels, is a 

street version of the 26s. Members abide by the '26 thoughts' (laws) 

of the prison gang. The Mongrels draw on the prisons for members, 

organisation and skills. This connection is yet another piece in the 

puzzle which makes up the hundreds of street gangs of the Cape flats • 

• 
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8 
POLICING THE APARTHEID CITY 

Whether liberal or conservative, most commentators on the role of the 

police in South Africa share a common assumption: They take the 

existence of the police for granted. They assume that any modern society 

necessarily has to have a large and ever-present body of people whose job 

it is to coerce other people. The police are seen either as .a necessary 

component in the growing complexity of modern urban society~ or as the 

thin blue line between order and anarchy. Always they are considered to 

be the mechanism of social control. We must dig beneath these assumptions. 

Any apparatus of the State (and it is well to remember that the police ~ 

~ a state apparatus) is dependent on the form of that state. In South 

Africa the state has been responding to a hegemonic crisis of long duration, 

continually balancing and rebalancing its forces in order to reabsorb 

control. The result has been a shift of weight within the police force and 

between it and the S.A. Defence Force. It makes no sens~ to consider 

these shifts in isolation from the central impetus of control coming from 

the state itself. So it is to this that we must turn as a starting point. 

Until the mid-1970s internal control in South Africa was predominantly a 

police function. Between 1945 ~nd 1960 the Force doubled, by which stage 

it was more than twice the size· of the SADF. 1 Until the early 1970s the 

SAP were also responsible for most border patrols in Namibia and elsewhere. 

The political power of the police apparatus came to be centralised in the Bureau for 

State Security (BOSS) under Lt. General H.S. van der Rergh who, together 

with the Prime Minister (B.J. Vorster) and the Minister of the lnterior 

(Connie Mulder) was a key figure i11 the formulation of state policy. All 
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formulation of national objectives in which all the 

country's resourc~s are mustered anrl managed on a 

co-ordinated level to P.nsure s~rvival. 2 

.A month later he outlined the evolvement of a purely military iniative into 

a verligte 'game plan' which was to be imple111ented at aJl levels of the 

state: 

A: "All my answers must be seen withi!'l the framework of the 

concept of total war. In this I refer to the Mao Tse-tung 

interpretation which has become the essential character 

of revolutionary strategy since the end of World War II. 

It implies that every activity of a state must be seen and 

understood as a function of total war." 

Q: "Has any attempt been made to devise surh a total strategy 

for S~•th Africa - to work out a game plan whereby all the 

different elements are co-orrlinated to meet the continuing 

challenge to our security?tt 

A: "Yes. There are, of course, two characteristic snags with 

which we are constantly confronted: The conflicting 

requirements of a total strategy and a democratic system 

of qovernment. The fact that strategy is dynamic and 

requires constant and continued adaptation. A 'game 

plan' is, of course, the theoretical jdeal. We ere 

working towards something like it within the restrictions 

inherent ir. our democratic institutions." 

Q: "Would this (co-ordination with commerce and industry) 

not require continual forward planning, involving some 

sort of superbody and co-ordinated command structures 

at national, regional and local level?" 

• 
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A. "I would baulk at the term 'superbody' but otherwise 

I agree. I would refer you once again to the prohlem 

of reconciling democratic principles with total 

strategy within the framework of our evisting Constitution." 

Q. "At what point would this (coordinated planning at all 

levels) require a total rethink of all our national 

resources, including, as you suggest, manpower?" 

A. The time for a 'rethink' of all our national resources 

is now • 

This'rethink' definitely does not mean changes in the 

Constitution or social system, but it aims at a 

reorientation of activities within the framewcrk of 

the prevailing order ••• For whites,,moderate 

blacks and co-operative tribal leaders the issue at 

stake is survival. 

We must satisfy the country's military n~eds while 

at the same time expanding our peacetime economy. 

It demands an unprecedented economic flexibility to 

shift back and forth along a sliding scale between 

a war and a peace economy according to prevailing 

priorities. 

This demand, on which our survival may well depend, 

means that the economy must be able to handle at the 

same time: conflict and development; survival and 

growth; central guidance, free enterpri~e."3 

This conflict/development approach was soon to mature into a co-ordinated )><'" 

Total Strategy. In shcrt, it was seen to be necessary to grant limited 

concessions, a 'reorientation of activities within the framework of the 

prevailing order'. As with state housing, each concession was a response 

to pressure put on the state by the oppressed people and their organisations, 

but each aimed to absorb the conflict by carrying with it the means to 
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co-opt a 'black middle class'. In this the state had by then gained a 

breathing space through the sratial re-organization of white cities and 

its curb on progressive black politics: 

The 'Age of Social Engineers' (as T.R.H. Davenport called 

it) is over: coloured and Indian people have been removed 

from most desirable residential and trading areas, largely 

to the benefit of Afrikaner workers and petty bourgeois 

elements. The market can now be trusted to retain these 

patterns. Likewise, disenfranchising the colou~ed and 

indian populations was a Nationalist priority in the 

1940s and 1950s, when they feared black votes could be 

used to oust them, but the NP is now confident enough of 

its ability to r.o-opt leading segments that it is 

willing to re-admit them (in terms of the President's 

Council proposals) to a subordinate political role. 4 

These reforms and concessions, however, were unable to solve the problem 

of growing urban unemployment nor, on their own, contain the intensifying 

resistance •. So alongside the co-optive strategies was to go increased 

repression. In other words the reforms were to be a complement to, and 

not a substitute for, increased repression. (The coercive side of this 

concession/repression couplet of Total Strategy was to confuse many 

opposition commentators hopeful about the Botha government's new deal.) 

from about 1976, how~ver, the structures of co-optation and control began f 
to break down. There are several reasons for this. One is certainly the 

implementation of some of the Riekert commission proposals about urban 

blacks. The commission, which delivered its report in 1979, recommended 

certain advantages in jobs and ho1Jsing be granted to those blacks who had 

rights qualifying them to remain in urban areas. 'Qualifieds' would be 
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able tc change jobs without going through a labour bureau (which control 

the allocation of African labour). They would also be allowed to change 

urban areas and have their families with them in the towns. The full 

implication of the Riekert proposals became clear in the Orderly Movement 

and Settlement of Black Persons Bill which was debated in 1982. The Bill 

sought to push the fine for the employment of 'illegal' blacks to RS,000. 

plus 12 months in.prison. The effect of these penalties, as Sheena·Duncan· 

of the Black Sash has pointed out, would make everyone into a policeman 

to enforce the legislation.
5 Anoth~r effect would be a massive step-up 

of pass raids, an increase of poverty and misery in the Bantustans where 

these people would be sent, and probably a radicalisation of black 

awareness among progressive worker organisations. This last point has 

come to th~ fore as the State finds itself increasingly unable to 'deliver 

the goods' of Total Strategy's co-optive wing. 

By the early 1970s a new generation of young people had emerged, 11ntouched 

by the repression of the early 1960s and increas!ngly anqry about poverty 

and the shortage of school facilities and township amenities. In a 

recessionary period,furthermore, the most important stream of state 
6 

patronage - housing - began drying up. Among the results were the 

schools boycotts in 1976 and again in 1980. Despite the heavy death 

tolls among students and workers the people were not cowed, and the 

boycotts led to intense trade union activity and the rapid growth of 

township civic associations organising around grass-roots issues. The 

reje~tion of state solutions can be seen from the 90 per cent stay-away 

in the 1981 S.A. Indian Council elections, and by the solidarity between 

'legal' and 'illegal' blacks in strike action.
7 
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Increasingly durfn:r the early 1980s one heard irore about Total Onslaught and 

. 'threats to law and order' than aba.lt Total Strategy as the sh.aklfiy balance 

between controllErl consent an:l force tipped towards the latter. 8 This was 

to parallel the rise of the military. 

MILI'mRY MEN AND 'lliE RISE OF THE EXEOJTIVE 

By the standards of the time, the South African Defence Force in the 1960s was 

'practically·cbsolete•. 9 Its growth, however, coincides with the beginning 

of the annErl struggle in sooth Africa in 1961. '!hat year Defence Minister 

Jim Fouch~ intra:lucErl a ballot systan of conscription and callErl on white 

irothers '-to give up their sons in defence of their land'. Initially there 

was a selective intake of 7 OX> men for nine months service. '!his was 

exterrlErl so that by 1964 there was an annual intake of 16 500. In 

the course of four years the size of the Citizen Force rose by over six times, 

and the Permanent Force nearly doobled in size. In the same period the defence 

budget increased by over 5 times, so that by 1964/5 it was 21 per cent of 

10 the government budget. 

In 1967 universal conscription (9 rn:mths) of all white males between 17 and 65 

was introduced, and in 1972 ccnscription was increased fran nine to 12 months. 

By 1982 it had been raised again, this time to 2 years, and military sperrling 

was running at :rrore than R8m a day. 11 'Ihe late 1970s also saw the i;tienanenal 

grONth of ann.s rnanu£acture, which by 1982 was the biggest in the Southern Hanisphere 

and the 10th largest in the world, anploying about 100 O'.X) workers. 12 Given 

the line-up of irrlustrialists, financiers and econanists behind this enterprise 

(the third biggest in South Africa) together 
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with armed engagements on several borders of the state, the South African 

army nf the 1980s could, in r.eneral Malan's words, definitely be seen to 

be engaged in a 'total war'. 

This growth of the SADF was reflected at all levels of the state and 

particularly in the formation and composition of the all-powerfol State 

Security Council (SSC). The SSC was established in the early 1970s as 

an advisory body to the government. According to a White Paper on Defence 

its role was: 

to advise the Government regarding the formulation of national 

policy and strategy in connection with the security of the 

Republic, the manner in which this policy or strategy must 

be carried out, and a policy to combat any particular threat 

against the security of the Republic; and to determine an 
. t 11" . . t 13 in e igence pr1or1 y. 

By 1977, however, the functions of the SSC included 'interdepartmental 

co-ordination', and its brief had expanded to the investigation of: 

Political action 

- Military/para military action 

- Economic action 

Psychological action 

Scientific and technological action 

- Religious-cultural action 

- Manpower services 

- Intelligence services 

Security services 

National supplies, resources and production services 

Tra11sport and distribution services 



financial services 

Community services 

Communication services 
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Together with the above fields (the SSC must) cover the whole 

spectrum of national security.14 

By the late 1970s the SSC was clearly at the centre of the executive web, 

with power concentrated in the hands of the Prime Minister. Parliament 

had become little more than a talking-shop, the Senate was disbanded and 

even the Cabinet had been virtually abolished as a responsible decision-

making institution,leading a largely formal existenc~. 

The Cabinet functions had been taken over by six Cabinet Committees 

(concerned with State Security, Finance, Economics, Internal Affairs, 

Welfare and Legislation and Parliamentary Affairs) as well as the SSC 

(which was operating both as a Cabinet Committee and a security council). 

These had become the effective executive bodies of government, and were 

answerable only to the Prime Minister. They were made up of individual 

Cabinet ministers together with an unspecified and changeable nurrt>er of 

Pri~e Ministers' appointees, who did not have to be drawn from Parliament. 

The significance of this (according to a Nusas publication 

on SA militarization) lies in the extent to which it has 

shifted executive responsibility away from Parliament and 

even the parliamentary caucus of the National Party, and 

intn the hands of a non-parliamentary gr.oup, which includes 
. t b . d . . 1. t ff. 15 many prominan usinessmen an senior mi i ary o icers. 

In 1980 the SSC consisted of the political leaders P.W. Botha, fanie Botha, 

Pik Botha and Chris Hennis, the head of the Department of National Security 

(DONS, previously BOSS and later the National Intel!igence Service, NIS) the 
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chief of the Defence force (General Malan), the secretaries for foreign 

affairs and justice, the Commissioner of Polir.e and the chairmen of each 

of the other Cabinet committees. The secrttary and chairman of the SSC's 

working group was General A.J. van Deventer who was serving on all other 

Cabinet Committee groups. Another person with powet' on the SSC was the 

secretary to the Department of the Prime Minister, J.E. du Plessis who 

was also Secretary to the Cabinet and on all working groups within the 

Cabinet Committees. 

B~ 1982 the SSC was co-ordinating the activities of 15 interdepartmental 

committees, all of which included permanent military advisors regardless 

of whether SADF interests were involved. It had also been proposed that 

the SSC take control of all policy decisions of government departments 

and the semi-state organs such as ESCOM, !SCOR and the Atomic Energy 

Corporation. 16 

\ 

P.eal power in South Africa is therefore rapidly being concentrated in 

tighter and tighter structurP.s. And as the separation of legislative, 

executive and judici~l functions breaks down, so the political centralism 

of the state apparatus is continually being strengthened, particularly 

around the upper levels of administration. This is even taking spatial 

form. · The city of Pretoria, for example, is hundreds of kilometres from 

the coast but even houses the headquarters and (concrete) flagship of the 

~avy. In such a process of bureaucratic condensation, says Poulantzas 

in State, Power, Socialism, the administration is no longer merely the 

apparatus charged with the execution of policy. 

• 
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• placed under tht: authority of the Executive, 

the state bur~aucracy is becoming not merely the 

principal site, but also the principal actor in 

the elaboration of state policy.17 

For this reason, therefore, it is becoming less necessary for the ruling 

class alliance to strike political compromises in the Parliament~ry arena 

and to elaborate hegemonic interests in the form of a 'national interest'. 

Increasingly the various interests of the state apparatuses and of monopoly 

capital can be found directly within the administration - within the 

Cabinet Committees and on the SSC. 

This drawing together of the administration and monopoly capital which 

characterises the Botha government is based on capital's need for a 

stable national state at almost any cost and the growing economic role of 

the state itself in the provision of weapons and infrastructure for 

capitalist development. From the centralism of power that this implies 

flow a number of consequences. One is, as I have mentioned, that even 

the dubious legitimacy of a whites-only parliament is passing over into 

a legitimacy of instrumental rationality and effeciency embodied by the 

executive-administration. Pacing this is a decline of law, a sharp rise 

in executive secrecy, government by the generation of increasingly 

unspecific fear, and a tendency for power to be personalised in the man 

at the top of the executive. 

(a) The fall of Parliament 

For more than a decade; behind the ba~ks of the white population, the 

limited racial democracy of the white parliament and of the Nationalist 

Party has been whittled away. This has brought with it a decisive 
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curtailment of Parliament's authority over the administ~ation. Indeed 

the process of government has become autonomous from parliament, and the 

administration distanced from the process of national representation. 

In this situation, says Poulantzas, 'while the opposition is first to be 

hit ••• these limitations of parliamentary power also affect majority 

deputies: they too are reduced to the position of government foot soldiers . . . 
The state bureaucracy has shut itself up in a water-tight container, almost 

completely blocking the access channel formerly open to deputies and 
18 

political parties as legitimate representatives of the "national interest"'• 

Moves in this direction have been on the agenda for some time.in South 

Africa, but have been delayed by the need to convince the electorate of a 

crisis great enough to warrant a surrender of their rights to the executive •. 

Tn 1977 the Minister of the Interior, Dr. Connie Mulder, said publicly he 

would welcome a one-party state in South Africa 'should this come about in 

a normal way'. Speaki~g a~ the Cape National Party Congress he said the 

Congress 'should not create the impression that elections had become 
. ~ 

both~rsome merely because the National Party was strong'. 

We are not a one-party state, but should we develop into 

one in a normal way I would welcome it. It looks as if, 

though, it is going to happen. However we should not 
20 

create the impression that we deal lightly with democracy. 

The same year a 'senior Nationalist MP' was quoted as having told the 

Sunday Express that: 
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the government would not be able to meet future demands 

without giving heads of the Defence Force a definite 

say in the decision-making process in the country, anrl 

that South Africa may ultimately be ruled by a civilian-
21 

military junta. 

The ma~hi~ery set up to legitim8te executive centralism in the late 1970s 

was the President's Council, a wholly nominated body of 'experts' on 

issues of national importance. Probably its most important proposal to 

date has been to provide guidelines for the abolition of Parliament and 

the installation of a Gaullist-type executive presidency - a bonapartist 

t t 1 d · · f · · 
22 

I t 1 t C 1 s rcng-man o ea in a time o cr1s1s. n his proposa _he ounci 

was simply confirming the power already concentrated in the hands of the 

Prime Minister. Such a personalized presedentialism is not, of course, 

the signal of a despotic pol'1er. It would function rather as the focal 

point of various administrative power centres and networks, making the~ 

converge at the apex of power. In this way it simply accords with the 

new political role of the administrative structure. The president would 

not be a dictator but the prime administrator, empowered to make fast 

decisionsin 'worrying times'. In such a situation the man at the top of 

the Executive is also the hostage of a political-administrative mechanism 
23 

which, to a large degree, allocates him the pre-eminent position. 

The chipping away of party power, however, has not gone unnoticed by the 

white electorate. By apparently entering into an alliance with the 

Broederbond boqey of 'Hoggenheimer', the hated Imperial capitalist, the 

new Afrikaner executive has gradually lost the need for a b3se in the 

small farmers, urban middle class and white workers who constituted the 

hard centre of the Afrikaner 'volk'. ThP. cement of this volk coalition 
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has been the guarante~ of material privileges, protection of jobs, higher 

wages and the provision of social welfare for whites. It promised the 

defence of the volk against, on the one hand, t~e pressures of big business 

and, on the other, the rising demands for equality from the black majority. 

However the token multi-racialism and the advancement of a small black 

middle-class under the banner of Total Strategy, coupled with an alliance 

with monopoly capital,has weakened the cohesion of Afrikaner nationalism. 

As the upper layers of the middle class have been drawn together the lowP.r 

layers of white society have become separatP.d. This development can be seen 

in the formation of the ultra-right 'verkrampte' political groupings like 
No.sib no. le 

the Herstigte ~ Party and the Conservative Party~ This has clearly 

been a gamble the Executive has been forced to take, banking on the decreasing 

power of Parliamentary politics and the moulding of a national fear in the 

form of a 'Total Onslaught' to keep the volk in line. More and more, therefore, 

the legitimation process for state action has tended to shift to a one-way 

communication process - to the manipulatory circuits of the media dominated 
24 

by the Executive. 

(b) Secrecy and the Press 

The media have become vital in the maintenance of control by the Executive. 

It is significant that one of the 'leaks' in the 'Muldergate' Information 

scandal was that the state had used public funds to start an English-

language daily newspaper (a hugely expensive undertaking) a~d a glossy 
25 

magazine aimed at the black petty bourgeoisie. The state also controls 

the only television network and all locally-based radio stations. 
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On the other side, larger numbers of student plblications arrl overseas material 

are ritually banned weekly, and all· films have to be submitted to a control 

board for laurrlering before µiblic viewing. During the past decade increasingly 

severe curbs have also been placed on the camnercial Press. 

Professor John Dugard has pointed out that one of the roost skilfully nurtured 

South African Iey'ths is that there is a geruinely free Press. 'Ibis myth, he 

says, 

is perpetuated by the awarent freed.an with which the English­

language press criticizes govenmtental policies arrl practices 

in certain legally and conventially defined areas; by the praise 

of foreign critics who are continually surprised to firrl·any 

criticism tolerated; and, particularly, by the shaver of abuse 

pa.ired upon the English-language press by Government spokesmen 

who regularly accuse it of disloyalty and subversion arrl 

threaten to deprive it of its 'freed.an' •26 

'Ihe truth, as Dugard points out, is probably more accurately stated by the 

historian Professor Leonard 'Ihanpson: 'the liberal Press, has been re:iuced to 

insecurity and near imp::>tence and the great English dailies are irrpeded fran 

discovering and re};X)rting the worst evils of apartheid and are under great 

pressure to refrain fran fundarcental criticisms of the Government•. 27 

Legislative restrictions on the Press can be divide:i into three categories: those 

directe:i at freedem of speech, those directed at journalists themselves, arrl 
'--' 

those directed at ne.vspapers as a whole.· It is irrpossible for the Press to 

criticize sare of the nost :ilrportant areas of political life - namely, natters 

affecting prisons, police and defence. 'lhe Prisons Act of 1959 makes it an 

offence to publish 'any false information concerning the behaviour or experience 

in prison of any prisoner or ex-priscner or concerning the administration of any 

prison ••• without takin9' reasonable steps to .verify such infonnation', and the 

onus of pr01Jing that reasonable steps were taken is•placed upon the accused. 28 
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'!he police are protected fran scrutiny by various acts which include prohibitions 

oo the publication or ccmmmication of 'police matters' (any ma.tter relating 

to the preservatiooof intemal security or the maintenance of law and order 

by the police) or 'security matters' (any matter relating to the preservation 

of internal security). In terms of the Police Act anyone who camnmicates 

secret or canf idential defence infonnation ga:ined by reason of office or 

e:rployment to any other person (such infonnation is presumed to be 'secret or 

confidential mtl.ess the contrary is proved) is guilty of a crime. 29 

On matters of 'national defence', all statemants ·or :r:eports which the Press wish 

to plblish have to first be referrerl to a Defence Department plblic relations 

officer or to the military chiefs, and all matters of military policy must be 

referred to the Minister or Ccmnandant-General. 30 '!he Press may not even 

µ.tblish the fact that the Minister has been approached, making gagging· itself 

secret. With these procedures it is obvious that censorship cruld be exercised 

simply by chilling the camrunication channels and sanctions to the Press, these 

curbs on information are also ccntained in the Police Act of 1958. In tenn.s of 

Section 27B, if anyone 

publishes any mtrue matter in relation to any action by 

the Police Force, part thereof or any rnanber thereof in 

relation to the perfonnance and functions of its marbers, 

without having reasonable grcmrls for believing that such 

statement is true (the ontls is on the person to prove this), 

the person shall be guilty of an offense and will on 

conviction be liable to a fine up to RlO OC1J or irrprisonment 

up to five ye:u-s or both fine and ~isonment. 

Section 27C prohibits the plblication in arrt newspaper, book, parrphlet or 

magazine or by radio any information relating to 
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(a) the constitution, nethods, movanents and deploynent of 

manbers or part of the Force, concerned in any action for 

carbatting and prevention of terroristic activities (as 

referred to in Section 2 of the Terrorism Act N:> 83 of 1967) 

(b) persons or groups against· which such acticn is directed 

(c) any action referred to in (a) above by any nerrber or part 

of the Police Force together with the South African Defence 

Force or the South African Railways Police. 

Contravention of the Act carries a maxirm.ml fine of RlS 000 or eight years in 

jail or both. 

'Ihe Intenial Security Act of 1982 carries presumptions which ·transfer the burden 

of proof to the accused, and caters for a range of actions e.xterrling far beyond 

that which would oi::dinarily be regarded as terrorism or treason. It prohibits 

any activity which atterrpts to 'errlanger the State. authority'. or 'achieve, 

bring about or prarote any constitutional, political, industrial, social or 

econanic aim or change in the Republic' or 'put in fear or dem::>ralise the general 

public ••• ' Attempts to carmit or attempts to or conspire with saneone to 

ccmnit an act of violence is also prchibited. It is also an offence to intend 

to do the above, and in so doing interrupt a prcx:luction process or irrlustry, 

prcmote 'general dislocation or disorder at any place in the Republic', disrupt 

traffic on land, sea or in the air, or encourage racial hostility (Section 54). 

'Ihe Act also provides for irrlefinite detention without trial. 

The threat of legislative, executive or conventional sanction therefore hangs 

heavily over all South African newspapers opposed to the Government. In Dugard's 

words, 
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the-disappearance of in-depth, critical feature articles 

abrut scree of the greatest injustices of South African 

scx::iety, and the enlargenelt of the n\Jllber of joumalistically 

taboo subjects, testify to the effectiveness of this threat. 

Goverrment spokesmen, ha.rever, cootinue to declaim on the 

licentious freedan of the English press and thereby conceal 

fran the general public the absence of real freedan on the 

part of the press. 31 

'Ibis concealnent simply hides fran view the developnent of administrative 

secrecy - the henretic insulation of poiler fran any fonn of dem:x::ratic control. 32 

Secrecy is the hallmark of absolutist temencies, becaning a penrenent matter 
. 

of State through hidden mechanisms and a regirre of administrative procedures 

that alm:>st entirely escapes the ccntrol of public opinion. 'Ibis is hardly 

surprising. The bureaucracy was always ·the State institution which rebelled 

rrost against the principles of representative derocracy·, no matter ha., 

limited this may have been in South Africa. This wa5 because derrocracy was 

erected precisely in order to place institutional limits upon the privileges 

bequeathed to the administration by the Absolutist State. 33 

Secrecy and ·criminal justice systan 

Beyond the secrecy created by the official blocking of information through the 

media is another nore ccrcplex kind: the secrecy caused by bureaucratic canplexity. 

At the level of criminal procedure this is at work both within the structures and 

within the law itself. 'Ihe fact that the courts and police stations where gang 

rranbers find themselves are not just legal institutions but the daily work places 

of policemen, lawyers, clerks of court, leads to the developrent of stereotypes, 

netw:Jrks of shared understandings, alliances of alleged adversaries, techniques 

for routinising the "WOrk of policing or processing cases, to a situation where 
. 

the suspect or dependent is the only one woo is not part of the routine, is 
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If\YStified by the language, bureaucracy aOO process Of justice. Added to these 

subtleties are interaction on the beat, infonnation extraction garres, raned.ial 

routines, ccurt Cerem:lnies and the strucillre of arrest, .investigation, plea 

and trial. 34 
No less carplex, however, is the law.itself. 

Criminal law (says Pashukanis) starts out not at all fran 

the damage suffered by the injured party, but fran the 

violation of the norm established by the State. 35 

It is worth asking hc::M this norm is established. In South Africa it is basei 

ona carbination of Rc.m:m-Dutch Law as developed by the courts into a.South 

African camon law, and legislative enactment~6 'Ihe scope and ambit of camion 

law crimes are fairly settled in South African law. Their definitions have been for­

nulated more~. ·less authoritatively in textbooks follc:med daily :in the courts. 37 

38 
No neN camon law crines cart be created by the courts. Hc::Mever, the meaning 

given to the war:ds in these relatively plain definitions is often very narrcw 

fran the point of vifM of the layman. 

'lhus a working legal definition of theft might be 'the unlawful taking of the 

property of another without his consent and with the intention of terminating 
. . 39 

the enjoyment of his rights therein' • · While this could refer to the work 

of a cacm::m pickpJcket, it would also hold water as a description of coloni.al 

conquest. 'Ihe crucial word here is 'unlawful' , and we are back again to the 

problem of the eye of the beholder. One fares no better with assault. A 

standard South African legal textbook describes this act as: 

unlawfully ani intentionally: (1) applying force to the 

person of another, or (2) inspiring belief in that other 

than force is :imied.iately to be applied to him. 40 

lmy street-comer kid would be excused if he mistook this for a description of 

police arrest procedure - hew else could he be coaxed into the back of a patrol . 
van? 
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In the sane textbook nmrler is defined as 'the Unlawful and intentional killing 

41 
of another person' • (It is seen as justifiable if it is carried out 'by 

authority' or 'in abedience to orders' • ) If we look for a na:nent beneath the 

cloak of legality am. authority, it can be seen that 'private' nurder throughout 

history has never been cx::rrp:u-able to p.lblic znunier by those very institutions 

which uphold law. Yet, in the course of their duties bebJeen 1968 and 1978 the 

South African Police shot dead 2 384 paople. 
42 

In 1970 Sou.th Africa accounted for nearly so per cent of all legal executions 

in the world. In just one year (July 19Sl to July 1982) the South African 

Defence Force claimed no:re than 1 700 kills on the Angolan border alone. 43 

'lhese figures may not yet equal annual murder rates, but with the escalation 

of civil war in the sub-oontinent the ini:>alance is soon likely to be rectified. 

Such statistics, however, are nothing catpared to the carnage of events like the 

two W::>rld Wars, the Vietnam war. and endless other localised battles fought 

this century - all nndoubtedly 'in the interests of State security'. 

Once we rrove outside tie arrbit of camon law crirres to crines created by 

legislation the bounds of the carm::n law largely disappear. South African oourts 

have adopted a literalist, positivist view of their int&p:retative function. 

'!he legislature is not constrained by a Bill of Rights. Aey fonn of conduct 

can be criminalised. Such 'crimes' are direct reflections of the will of the 

State. Yet they share the measure of legi tima.cy which still attaches to fonns 

of oorxiuct which have 'always' been prohibited by the camnn law as 'natural' 

crilre. 

What I am suggesting is that cr:iminal law is not so nuch based on ancient rroral 

principles as on expedience, and that the majesty of the law may be little nore 

than an ideological cloak thrC1Nl1 aramd the daily business of social oontrol. 

'Crim:', says Colin Sumner in Crim:~ Justice and Undertlevel.~nt, 'is not 
c -

behaviour miversally given in human nature and history, but a noral-political 
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concept with culturally and historically vai:yin:J fotmS and content... M:)dern 

criminal justice procedures are not l.llliversal, inevitable or "na'blral '', but 

legitimated practices and noral-political controls which develop in response 

to ccnflicts spawned. by the class relationships of exploitation and danination 

constituting the capitalist rrode of prod~tion' •44 'lb which Tony Platt adds 

quite bll.llltly: 'Under the le:Jal definition of crime, the solutions are prinarily 

a:imad at cc:ntrolling victims of exploitation ••• •45 

At best, then, criminal law in South Africa can be seen as a key force in the 

stabilization of cc:nflictful social relations. But in times of crisis, in a 

recession or in the face of political challenge, it is a stick held to the 

marginalised. workforce and the young in a period when manufacturing cannot 

fully satisfy their nee.d.s or absorb their labour power. As we have seen, m:mopoly 

capital has developed alongside the expropriation of land £ran the po~rless, 

the division of shared. land, the dissolution of extended. family support systems 

and the destruction of areas which supported 'informal' eccnanic activity. 'Ihese 

.processes which are so often called. the 'mcrlemization of the traditional econacy' 

inevitably transform attempts to preserve the old.ways, resist the new order, 

accamodate to its hardships and to play the system at its CMn garce into 'criminal 

behaviours' • such fonns of social action, says Surmer, 'frequently beccrre crines 

against the State ••• separated out in law £ran the ccmrnmity social relations 

which were their source (and) judicially ccnstituted·as a distinct category of 

reaiity ! • 46 

'!he dan:inated classes encounter law not only as a barrier, but also as the 

reality which assigns the place they mJSt occupy. But this reality is in essence 

a mystery. It is a :fl.mdamental maxim of the mJd~ juridical system that no-one 

should be ignorant of the law. However this knCMledge required of every citizen 

is not even a special-subject of study at schcol - as if everything were done 
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to keep one in ignorance of what one is suwcsedly obliged to k:ncM. '!his maxim, 

acx::ording to Poulantzas, therefore expresses a relaticnship 'whereby the pop.ilar 

masses, whose ignorance of the law's secrets is built into this law and juridical . 

language itself, remain dependent upcn, arrl subordinated to, State functionaries 

as the makers, protectors and appliers of the iaw•.
47 

'll1e law in its carpleXity 

can be knCM11 by nobody but State representatives am those wlx> can afford years 

of legal training. It is a State secret which grounds a fonn of knowledge 

nonopolized for reasons of State. About kids Ca.ught between poverty and the 

carI>lexity of the law1 Stuart Hall et al view the question_;_ 'Why do ghetto 

yruths tum to cr:ine?' as a 'practical obscenity'. 
48 

'!he cbvious result of this bureaucratic secrecy,.ooupled with increasingly 

repressive legislation, is that peq:>le have lost ccnfi.dence in the legal $¥Stan. 

A Gallup survey conducted in 1982 showed that only 39 per cent of Afrikaners, 

24 per cent of blacks, 23 per cent of Asians, 18 per cent of English speakers 

arrl 11 per cent of Coloureds said they ha::l a 'great deal' of ccnfidence in the 

legal system. A seminar of advocates, attorneys and academic lawyers held shortly 

after the survey submitted that 'this d.istw:bing loss of ccnfidence in our legal 

system' was not unconnected to 'the abolition of habeas ·corpus and the introduction 

of practices incanpatible with notions of fai.J::ness, justice arrl the Rule of Law ••• •49 

(d) '!he generation of fear 

'!here can be little doubt that the shift of the centre of gravity to the State 

bureaucracy has involved a parallel restriction of personal arrl political liberties 

far the majority of the population. 

'!he central structures have been centralised and improved, laws concerning their 

activity have becare dangerrusly open-ended and less disputable, and in the courts 

the proof of innocence is shifting to the individual. Indeed anyone in any way 

QH?Osed to the Executive naN ter:ds to operate on the intemalised assumption of his 

or her CM1 guilt in tenns of the law. 
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'1his is reinforced by the fact that such a perscn can be detained indefinitely 

in solitary confinem:mt by the Security Police without the chance of proving 

their innocence in court. 

'!his position, however, is not confined to p::>litical o~ents. In Septenber 

1971 the president of the Association of I.aw SOcieties of South Africa, Mr Tjaart 

Vorster, told the Association that, over the centuries, criminal law had developed 

around the primary pr:inciple that the State had to prove the accused's guilt beyond 

reasonable doubt. But he warned that in South Africa: 

the authorities are ncM showing increasingly a disposition 

to break dCMn this cardinal principle by means of regulations, 

ordinances and Acts which provide p:resunptions in favour of the 

State and tirus inp:>se the burden of proof on the accused.so 

Officials of the State, particularly th6se involved in the control awaratus, are 

also increasingly being empowered to violate in::lividual liberty. A p::>licernan can, 

for exanple, bring a charge agai.T'lSt anyone 'Who annoys him in the course of his 

duty, search without a warrant on suspicion of certain crimes, in certain 

circumstances kill a person fleeing arrest or close dC1Nl1 premises or prevent a 

meeting. In tentlS of LJdemnity Act of 1977 the State or its officials are pravided 

indemnity against civil or criminal proceedings 'in respect of any actions or 

statements ordered or done by them in good faith ... to prevent or tenninate 

internal disorder'. Although passed in M:rrch 1977 it was made re~ctive to 

June 16 the previous year - the day on which police action against student 

bq{cotters took place in Soweto. 'Ihe Dean of Law at the University of the 

Witwatersrarxi, Professor John Dugard, p::>inted out at the tirne that the Act ran 

contrary to the nonnal 103'al principle that policerren were held resp::>nsible for 

any unlawful acts they carmit. He said the qualification about acting in good 

faith was meaningless because 'it is ver:y difficult in rrost cases :i.rrpossible, 

to prove that a policeman acted in bad faith 1
•
51 
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The effect of the withdrawal of the Executive and its officials from 

democratic control, together with urban racial polarisation, has served 

to shape fear of the unexpected or the unknown as a means of social 
~ 

control. In its extreme form this could be stated as fear of death l 
I 

I 

by legal sanction (by those who are somehow 'outside' the system) and 

fear of the 'black threat' (by those 'inside' the system). / 

The first fear is well illustrated in an essay entitled Reflections Before 

a Glass Cage by Hans Enzenberger, in which he explores the 'anciePt, 
. 52 

intimate and dark connexion between law, politics and murder'. Using 

Freud's rather controversial conclusion that 'the original political 

act ••• coincides with the original crime', he begins from the premise 

that power is exP.rcised by those who can have their underlings killed. 

The ruler is the survivor. Thjs he sees as the basis of command in the 

modern state. No matter how attenuated it is, any command is still a 

'suspended death sentence'. Within the state the maximum penalty is 

always death. Beyond the bnrders of the state it is war. In a sense 

we cede to the state our right to kill. The hangman is our deputy. 

Therefore what is forbidden to the individual - that is, to kill - is 
53 

permitted to him as a memb~r of the collective~ This, says Enzenberger, 

is the very heart of sovereignty. And if the state, as the overlord of 

the legal order, is permitted to kill one individual, it is also permitted 

to kill many or if necessary everyone, in its and the peoples' namP., and 

to make the execution of this sover.eign act a duty to its citizens.54 (At 

this point crime having become total, explodes.its concept.)55 

• 



284 

By thus bending back upon itself the definition of crime, Enzenberger 

underlines again that 'crime' is a definition and not an act. But if the 

state is dedicated to creating and maintaining this definition, if it 

forbids the powerless to kill, protest or organise, protecting this 

prohibition by itself killing and organising, it is bound to create a 

climate of extreme social tension and fear. 

At an ideological level, however, at the level of 'race consciousness', 

definitions of crime are very real, marking the borderline of societal 

tolerance. And stripped of its moral furniture we find that this 

bound8ry is negotiable, has a basis in history and is dependent on the 

power structur~. It is in fact none other than the point of contact in 

a class struggle, and the working class is always, in a sense, on the 

'other' side. Inside the boundary of 'common (bourgeois) decency' one 

finds those activities which, even if they do not necessarily support 

the 'system', are at least not a threat to it. Outside are activities 

which, even if they may not immediately threaten the system, are upheld 

as being a danger to it. The 'line', furthermore, tends to be a heterogenous, 

frequently bizarre assemblage of historically deposited orders to protect 

the most varied kinds of legal prerogatives 8nd interests, codified concepts 

of taboos and morality and rules of the game', uncomfortably packaged under 
56 

the heading of 'law' and frequently sold as common sense. 

In their book Policing the Crisis, Stuart Hall et al call this boundary 
57 

the violence threshold, the point beyond which 'measures must be taken'. 

A particular feature of this ideological line, they found, was that 

definitions ~f social behaviour tend_ed to become transmuted. On the one A 
hand a political issue may be presented as a criminal one, depoliticising 



285 

and criminalizing it. This is often convenient: The public might be 

reluctant to see the law used against political protesters, but who would 

stand between the law and a bunch of 'hooligans'? On.the other hand criminal 

acts (murder, rape~ robbery, theft) may be shifted into the political arena, 

focussing public attention on an 'urban crisis', justifyinQ the use of 'more 

than usual'force against the growing number of unemployed in a period of 

recession. It could be argued that in the latter case the transmutation 

simply acts as an aid to policing. But a single exa~ple will show that it 

can also become an orchestration of public fear which feeds back into the 

control apparatus at a higher level. 

In early September 1981 an increasing number of rape .cases began appearing 

on the Supreme Court rolls.in Cape Town. Their number escalated until 

the Public Prosecutor called for the death penalty for the rape of a white 

woman by two coloured men on the grounds that 'eight rape cases had come 

58 before the court during the current session and four more were on the roll'. 

~he sanctity cf the home is being departed.from', he s~id. 'Are we going 

to have to wait until women are strangled; raped and beaten to a pulp before 

imposing the ultimate sentence?' Sentencing a man for murder and rape two 

days later the Judge President, Mr. Justice Munnik, declared that 'the 

flag of rape is blowing through the Cape like a strong south-easter. It 
. 59 

must come to rest at some time. The winds of lust must cease'. He said 

it was 'frightening to open the three local Cape newspapers and to see how 

many rape cases were coming before court'. 

These st~terr.ents were picked up in the Press and by·Parliament. The wife 

of a former Cabinet Minister called for castration and a.Nationalis~ MP demanded 

the use of the cat o' nine tails. 60 In the Parliamentary Justice Debate, as we 

saw in Chapter 1, a 

·' 
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Member declared rape to be 'a new form of terrorism', and linked it to 
. 61 

'Total Onslaught•against the State. Sentences for offenses which 

previously carrie~ penalties of around four years in jail went up to as 
. ~ 

many as 12 years. Several 20-year sentences were handed down. 

However,in August of the following year the Attorney General of the Cape 

admitted that 'he had grouped together a number of rape cases on the Cape 

Town Supreme Court roll last year, and in so doing, drawn the attention 
63 

of the public to the seriousness of the rape situation'. He was clearly 
e 

pleased with the result, and now 'hoped to give similar promin;!fnce to 

armed robberies and related cases' because 'the publicity they will 

receive when grouped together will hopefully serve as an effective 
64 

deterrent'. 

But if rapists are terrorists what will robbers with guns be? Only the 

Total Strategists can tell! One thin~ is sure though: The focus will be 

on the violence, on the skollie 'folk devil' with a gun in the dark places 

of the city. This is not to say that rape and violence are not a serious 

prohlem. But a violent act is more amenable to dramatization than are the 

conditions which shape its development. Through a process of ideological 

convergence separate activities tend to become linked and parallels drawn: 

Crime - rape - violence - guns - agitators - terrorists - threat to law 

and order ••• raw matP.rial for a climate of fear in a city divided against 

itself. In this climate the police become the moral guardians of the 

existing order, sentries along the barricades of fear, and it is to them 

that our investigation must now turn. 
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POLICING THE TOWNSHIPS 

Tn 1982, following recommendations in the Rabie Commission on internal 

security legislation, the security functions of the Department of Justice 

were.plaeed under a Directorate for Internal Security which fonn$ part of the 

Department of Law and Order. The reason given by Rabi~ for the change 

was 'because it is important that the Department of Justice should be 

seen as the protector of the interests of the citizens of the country' 
65 

(leaving open the question about the role of the police) • 

. The new Department thus created was to have two separate functions, 

daily policing under a Commissioner of Police, and political policing -

'maintaining a balance between justice and effectiveness' - under a Director 
. 66 

of Internal Security. Both branches were to be answerable to the Minister 

of law and Order, the SSC and ultimately the Prime Minster. However the 

Directorate· for Internal Security is also closely linked to the Department 

of Military Intelligence - to a point where, given the increasingly 

paramilitary nature of thP. police, the South African Police could even be 

seen to be a wing of the South African Defence Force with further training 

in crime prevention. 

These shifts of empha~i s wit~_i~ the police . f_orce have closely follm-1ed X' 

the form of the state in its efforts to maintain hegemony, and they have 

been going on for a long time. Basic policing can be seen as a combination 

of two separate functions: the uniform branch which patrols the city, 

answers radio calls for assistance and is basically in the business of 

crime prevention; and the d~tective branch which investigates committed 

crime, constructs cases against suspects and brings them to court for trial • 

• 
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A more recent d~velopment has been what may be called the 'specials', 

units concerned with political, military or technological policing. An 

indication of the various functions in Cape Town can be represented 

like this. 

DISTRICTS 

Cape Town 

Bellville 

Athlone 

Wynberg 

Divisional 

Headquarters 

TABLE BA 
67 

POLICE DIVISIONS IN CAPE TOWN, 1982 

UNIFORM BRANCH DCTECTIVES 

*patrolmen *C. I.D. 

*patrolmen *Murder & nobbery Squad 

*Patrol Dog Unit Diamond &Gold Branch 

*Narcotic Branch 

Commercial Branch 

Fingerprint Branch 

*Connected by Radio Control 

SPECIALS 

*Riot Squad Patrols 
. 

*Riot Squad Patrols 

*Security Branch 

These functions are the result of needs which manifested themselves at different 

times in the historical development of the state. 

The uniform branch is the oldest police force, descending from the soldiers 

who defer.ded thP. early Cape settlement in the 17th Century. The first men to 

whom the term 'police' may be applied were ten farmers recruited in 1686 to 

form a regular watch for raiding Khoisan. They were termed the 'Burgerwacht•~8 

The following year a magistrate and police officer were appointerl in Cape Town 

with a few armed constables at their disposal. However the major policing 
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functions remained in the hands of the 'rural police' which were mainly 
. ~ 

military units in the frontier areas invested with some polir.e functions. 

In 1855 these were amalgamated into the frontier Armed Mounted Police 

(later the South African Mounted Riflemen) and charged with the '~aintenance 

of peace on the frontier'. Troopers were paid 5s.6d. a day and had to 

pruviue their own horses, equipment, food and clothing. Their uniform was 
70 

yellow corduroy with a leather helmet. The primary function of these 

frontier police was the pacification and control of the indigenous people 

of the colony. 

Crime prevention and detection in the Cape has a different and less definite 

history. By 1817 (when Lord Charles Somerset divided Cape Town into 16 wards) 

the Burgerwacht had developed into a system of watchmen under the control of 
71 

a fiscal. They were supplemented by police riders who were armed and 

wore a uniform consisting of a green jacket, a yellow waistcoat: and 
72 

trousers of flemish linen. Then in 1839 the city force was reorganised 

by John King, who had served as an inspector in Sir Robert Peel's 

Metropolitain Police in London. He oversaw a system of four sub-inspectors, 
73 

four sergeants and 37 constables. By 1844 the Chief Justice, Sir John 

Wylde, noted a 'total absence of public disorder and the almost absence of 

crime•.74 (However the system was not without its problems: Although the 

full enrolment of King's force never exceeded 45, between 1840 and 1855 

there were 749 changes from dismissals; resignations and deaths.75 ) 

The establishment of a stable crime detection unit had to await a more 

serious need. This came in the 1870s with the discovery of diamonds. 

About a third of all stones being found at the Kimberley diggings during 
76 

that period were subsequently stolen. In 1880 a detective branch was 
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established by Cape Ordinance II for special duties on the diamond fields 

and its first compliment was 34 men. The branch was soon expanded to other 

areas, and parallel development took place in the Transvaal with the formation 

of Die Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek Politie (ZARP) following the discovery of 

gold. 77 These organizations were later to form the basis of a criminal 

investigation department (C.I.O.). 

When the South African Union was creat~d in 1910 the two police forces 

maintained their separate functions - pacification and crime detection: 

There were to be two forces fer the Union: the South 

African Police and the South African Mounted Riflemen 

(S.A.M.R.). The former were to be a regular police 

force in terms of the Police Act, but in time of war 

its members were to be subject to conscription in 

terms of the Defence Act. Conversely the S.A.M.R. 

were to be a regular military force under the Defence 

Act, but in time of peace were to perform police 

duties exclusively, especially in areas with a fairly 
78 

dense Bantu population. 

The combined units and forces were finally constituted as the South African 

Police in terms of the Police Act of 1912, and in,1920 the S.A.M.R. was 

disbanded and its members incorporated into the S.A.P. This amalgamation 

signals a major shift of emrha~is in state control - and for good reason. 
<-C-' 

By 1920 the wars of dispossession had been fought and won by the colonists. 

With the growth of an urban proletariat, the 'frontier' was shifting into the 

cities themselves. The strugglcs,in Gramscians terms, had moved from a war 

· cf manoeuvre to a war of fixed position. This shift was evidenced by the 

activity of the S.A.P. shortly after its establishment on April 1 1913. 
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Within months of its formation 3,104 policemen were called in to put down 

a strike by 19,000 workers on the Rand mines. With the aid of the military 

they succeeded in doing this in 'a bloody confrontation•.79 Two months later 

reinforcements were rushed to Natal to control a passive resistance campaign 

by Indians refusing to carry passes. The very next month they were back on 

the Rand in- an alert following a national strike by industrial workers. Then 

in 1921 the police shot dean 163 people during 'the removal for unlawful 

squatting of a fanatic religious sect known as "Israelites" from the Bulhock 

location _near Queenstown•.80 And the following year 7,610 policemen 

assisted in containing the so-called Rand Revolt· of white mineworkers.81 The 

pattern of policing was being clearly established. 

_Moreover, as the cities filled with people and the distance bct~een wealth 

and poverty grew greater in financial terms and smallP-r in t~rms of physical 

proximity, the problems of daily crime prevention were to escalate. An 

indication of this can be seen in Tables BA and 89. The result was an increasing 

pressure on the urban police forces. Together with other problems both 

within and beyond the force, this situation was to lead to a crisis of urban 

crime prevention in the 1970s. 

(a) The problems of the station cop 

In every State, law is an integral part of the organisation of coercion. 

By issuing rules and passing laws the State estahlishes an initial field 

of injunctions, prohibitions and censorship, and in this way institutes the 

terrain and object of coercion. In this sense, law is a code of organised 

public coercion. But the efficiency of law is clearly ~ than the issuing 

of rules. In a society1 particularly a class-divided one like South Africa, 
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_the State takes precedence~ law, in that there can be no law here without 

an apparat~ that compels its observance and ensures its social existence. 

(Strength must remain on the side of the law). The police force forms the 

front line of this apparatus. 

It would be wrong, however, to consider the police to be ~ instrument~ 
of the State. They possess an autonomy, what Poulantzas calls a 'structural 

82 
specificity~, which is not reducible to a :imple. analysis of state power. 

In fact major contradictions exist - both between organs and branches of 

the state, and between these apparati and civil society. The one which 

concerns us here, however, is between the laws and directives of the Executive 

which sanction physical coer~ion, and the fact that the police who carry out 

these laws have to penetrate into the heart of civil society and win a measure 

of consent there in order to remain effective. 

This problem, which i.s common to all police forces, is compounded in South (( 

Africa by several factors. In its current form the law in this country does 

not so much set a standard of legality from which the police might deviate 

as to provide a licence to ignore it. The police are sanctioned to search 

without warrant in many situations, stop meetings, close down premises, shoot 

to kill and arrest people for a wide range of reasons. Many of their actions 

carried ~•t 'in the interests of state security' need not be made public, and 

this secrecy can .be corrupting. Given the wide legal sanction offered to the 

police, it would bz surprising if they did not grasp it. Discussing this in 

Parliar.ient during the 1982 sessinn, Opposition Member H4 Pitmsn observed 

that: 
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If one gives unlimited and uncontrolled power to any branch 

of the executive, they being only human are going to use 

that power in their work. The problem we have is that power 

is being given to be exercised in secret without scrutiny by 

the House, without scrutiny by the public and without the 

control of the Supreme Court. The blame therefore does not 

rest entirely with the police. 83 

Behind this official screen it is obvious that policemen will attempt to 

cut corners to obtain evidence, particularly if they are dealing with known 
) 

criminals. The daily demand is on effeciency in solving cases before ~ore 

harm is done, and the emphasis is on force - get your man and maintain order. 

The temptation is always there to extort confessions er information, the due 

process of law can be so easily forgotten (and anyway if the law is a puzzle 

for the people, it is also a puzzle for the police). for many people on the 

other side of the charge-office counter, therefore, the rul~ of law becnmes 

indistinguishable from the rule of force, and justice no more than the right 

of the stronger. 84 

This seemingly omnipotent position of the police is also reinforced ideologically. 

Commenting on the increased number of police assaults on members of the public 

during 1981/82, the chairman of the Civil Rights League, Brian Bishop, said 

this increase was being supported by the rising sanction of violen~e used lo 

prevent democratic change through 

wcu:pea.reports of a total onslaught by SABC/TV and by Cabinet 

Ministers. What is a young policeman to think after hearing 

a Cabinet Minister say: "When survival is ~t stake, no rules 

apply"? 
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Disrespect for the individual resulting from unjust laws 

and from certain churches,schools and newspapers ignoring 

the ancient principles of human dignity and impressing 

hostile emotions in the young; 

Using the police force for unsavoury purposes such as 

raids on the women and children of Nyanga, intervention 

in labour disputes or interference with Black Sash 

stands; 

Obsessional denials and cover-ups that encourage immature 

young men to believe that actions of violence receive 

support from above. 

(Argus 27.2.82) 
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>< 
'Hard' policing in turn leads to bad police/public relations. Speaking in a 

1982 Parliamentary debate, Ray Swart pointed out that I 

no Police force can operate successfully unless it has support 

and sympathy of the general public. (In this respect)the lot 

of the South African policeman is perhaps amongst the most 

unenviable of any policeman in the world. This is so becaus~ 

of the nature of the society in which ·he has to operate and 

because of the unjust and inequitable laws which he is expected 

to enforce • • • Amongst (black) groups (polic~) authority 

is used to enforce (these) unpopular and unjust laws, wheth9r 

in respect of pass law offences, forced removal of_ people from 

their homes, demolition of shacks or whatever it may be • 

in circumstances like t,hat the policeman is very often • • • 

seen as a symbol of oppression.85 

In terms of daily crime prevention, therefore, the power available to the 

police can generate as many problems as solutions for the station-based 

policeman~ isolating him behind his uniform and inside the system he 

reoresents. Observing this situation in the United States,William Westley 

suggests that what tends to get amplified in such circumstances is the use 

of violence. 

The policeman finds his most pressing problems in his 

relationships to the public. His is a service occ~pation 

but of an incongruous kind, since he must discipline thnse 

whom he serves. He is regarded as corrupt and inefficient 

by, and meets with hostility and criticism from, the 

public. He regards the public as his enemy, feels his 

occupation to be in conflict with the community,and 

regards himself to be a pariah. The experience and 

the feeling give rise to a collective emphasis on 

• 

~-
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secrecy, an attempt to coerce respect from the public, and 

a belief that almost any means are legitimate in completing 

an important arrest.86 

The police are further isolated from the community by time, function, 

geography, patterns of sociability and often by race. They work when 

many people are at home, asleep or at leisure. Often they work long overtime, 

are separated from their families for considerable spells, and are in many 

cases temporari!y o~t of phase with the normal population. This social 

distance increases when the police are confined to living in certain areas, 

whether they be suburbs or, more particularly, in police barracks or rows 

(a police estate has been built on the site of District Six). These far.tors 

tend to give rise to a poli~ subculture, and this development is reinforced 

by the fact that all police come up through the ranks and that class 

Qistinction among them is not marked. 

However this subcultural formation iG greatly strengthened when policemen 

see themselves as an over-stretched and embattled minority faced with an 

indifferent bureaucracy and a staff shortage of crisis proportions. In 

1979 South Africa's police force of 34,646 men was the same size as that 

of New York City - for a population twice the size cf New York spread 
87 

out over an area five times the size of Britain. That year a newspaper 

complained that: "<' 

Thirty years ago in Cape Town more than 100 policemen walked 

the night beat, assisted by a van and five on bicycle patrol. 

Today there are not more than six men on· the streets at night. 

(Cape Times 15.2.79) 
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If anything the situation has since worsened. In 1982 the Minister of Law 

and Order admitted a police shortage among lower ranks in the mctropolitain 
. 88 

areas of 40 per cent and a total shortfall of 9,000 men. He appealed for 

the enlistment of more reserve policemen. 
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i 

The effect of this manpower drain has been to shorten the long arm of the ~ 
law in the precise area that is desparate for its extension - routine crime 

prevention. Police Headquarters were unable to give me numbers and deployment 

concentration in Cape Town for strategic reasons, but.manpower problems have 
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appeared in the Press and elsewhere from time to time. In 1975 Police Radio 

Control received 300,000 calls but could dispatch a patrol van to attend to 

only 18,000 or 6 per cent (U.S. city police receive on average one million 
89 

calls and respond to 65 per cent). The Brassy.Park police district in 

Cape Town contains about 100,000 people and is patrolled by one van and 

two policemen per shift. The Bonteheuwel/Bishop Lavis district has two 

vans a shift, but each must deal with one call every 15 minutP.s (including 
90 

travel time). The shortage of policemen has prompted To The Point 

magazine to describe them as 'South Africa's most wanted men'.(August 1 1975) 

Our chaps are feeling the strain and ar~ getting frustrated 

(a policeman told me). - People criticize us but they don't 

know our problem. A fellow'phones and says: 'This is the 

third time I've 'phoned and that fellow that assaulted me, 

he's still walking up and down in the street and when are 

you coming?' Or a policeman's sitting in the office and 

someone 'phones and says somebody's burgling his house. 

But the policeman can do nothing because thP.re's nobody 

to help - he walks out of the office to look for someone 

and there's not a single person to send. Or there's no van 

and he must use his own car ••• and there's no refund for 

petrol. There's just not enouqh policemen~ We're just the 

step-child of the army. We get what's left - second-class 

equipment and a tight budget •91 

The detectives fare no better than patrolmen. In Cape Town they can carry 

up to 80 dockets at once. This means that if they worked an hour a day 

on each ~ and this is hardly possible as people have to be traced and 

questioned - their working week would be 80 hours. Even those men 

prepared to do this would not be paid overtime for more than four hours 
92 

a week. In 1978 the detective staff position for Cape Town was given 

as follows: 93 
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. 

C.I.D. ONLY: CAPE TOWN· ESTABLISHMENT ACTUAL STAFF SHORTFALL 

, 

Whites - com. officers 28 ~6~ 
- nnn. com. officers 175 151 . 16 

Col cured - com. officers 4 4i 95 - non. com. officers '125 91 

Indians - com. officers - -
- non. com. officers - -

Blacks - com. officers - JO~ 12 - non. com. officers 42 

TOTALS: 374 312 62(16.6%) 

(Source: Q.lestions in Parliament 1979) 

The police shortage is undoubtedly a major contributing factor towards the ~ 
sharp rise during the 1970s of both crimes of violence and property. 

'The skollies are making hay now', a policeman told me, 'becaus~ they know 

. we car,' t get to them all'. The incidence of assault in Cape Town can be 

seen in Figures BE end BF of assaulted victims conveyed by the ambulance 

service during the 1970s. 
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Fig. Bf 
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During the same period the number of reported robberies throughout South 

Africa increased by 47 per cent (Figure BG), fire-arm theft went up by 

99 per cent (Figure BH) and burglaries by 66 per cent (Figure BI). In 

the last category white rP.siciential premises were hardest hit, with an 
94 

increase of 103 per cent. In Cape Town during 19B1 the non-solution 

rate of all reported crimes ~as 56 per cent, with some of the white 
95 . 

mountain suburbs reaching as high as 75 per cent·.· The solution to this 

high crime success is often seen as the placin~ of 'a cop on every corner'. 

The Viljoen Commission into the South African penal system noted that: 

a policeman patrolling an area on foot is in a far better 

position to develop an experienced eye and to smell out would­

be criminals than a policeman patrolling an area in a vehicle. 

The vehicle moves too fast to enable the policeman to 

reconnoitre an area properly. The danger (of vehicle patrols) 

is that persons who either individually or in groups appear 

from a moving vehicle to act or move or loiter suspiciously, 

may be perfectly law-abiding .•. The motor vehicle has its 

advantages (but) there are criminologists and others who 

would like to see a full-scale return to the 'bobby on the 

beat. 96 

HowevP.r~such saturation patrolling would produce its own problems. It would 

be as politically volatile to flood working class areas with policemen as 

it would be uneconomical (patrol activity being the single most expensive 
"-------·-·· 

component of policP. labour). It would also instantly clog the control 

apparatus, as a policeman pointed out to me: 
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If we had a full staff - all the men we required - and 

made the number of arrests we would like to, the people 

at the courts would chuck up their job, and go home. 

Because at the moment they can't cope, they're so snowed 

up. They' re even having court on Sa tr 1rday mornings! But 

then even if the police and the courts could cope, then 

the prisons couldn't because the~11 r~ too full. It's a 

crazy situation.97 

,'lllis no-win situation is depressing for policemen working lonq hours and 
, 

seemingly going backwards. Often these problems manifest themselves publicly as 

complaints about pay. Although policemen do not have a union and 

cnmplaints are officially deemed 'unpatriotic', pay gripes do find their 

way into the Press (usually from ex-policemen) or get raised in Parli~ment 

(often by the Opposition before an election). 
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As early as 1951 the former Deputy Commissioner of Police for the free 

State, Colonel du Tait, told the Press that: 

we have fought for better pensions since 1924 and still 

nothing has been done. During the past 12 months it has 

been proved that salaries were inadequate to afford 

membP.rs of the force a decent living. If the cost of 

living allowance is stopped (as had been suggested) more 

than half the police will land in the debtors' prisonJ8 

In 1958 the Witwatersrand Deputy Commissioner, Colonel Grabler, complained 

that 'it is not humanly possible for a policeman to run a home and maintain 

a family on the meagre salary he receives 1 ?9 And the following year 

newspapers disclosed that a third of the entire force was comprised of badly-
100 

paid youths under the age of 21. Jn 1965, after a wage increase described 

in the Press as _'a few crumbs', policemen were warned that 'in tP.rms of 

standing orders members of the Force are not allowed to make public any 

complaints about conditio~s of service or other administrative grievances', 

and moves were made to bring police affairs under the Official Secrets 

Actt?1 five years later policemen were still complaining in the Press that 

•a policeman with seven years service earns less than the typist in his new 

ff • I 102 o ice • 

Pay increases which followed in 1972 were described by a Brigadier as 

'utterly scandalous - we can now expect a flood of resignations', and two 

~ears later a university professor found in a poll, taken after a pay 

increment, that policemen were 'bitterly disappointed by what they 

regarded as inadequate rises and 82 per cent of constables in Joh~nesburg 

are thinking of resigning'~o3 In 1975, the year when police strength was at 
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its lowest, it was found that 'more than 100 SAP had been given permission 

to work at remunerative employment in off-hours - including 28 commissioned 

officers, 18 warrant officers, 50 sergeants and 31 constables•.104 In 1978 an 

ex-detective attackerl the Minister of Police in the Press for refusing to 

disclose polir.e salaries 'as if they are a state secret. But the real 

reason (he said) is that they know that if the public knew what a policeman 

earned they would _get no recruits' •105 The following year, after disclosures 

~bout poor police pay in the Press, the Minister introduced a Bill to amend 

the Police Act 'to prohibit the publication of certain statements' about poljce 

conditions. the Bill was rassed, and carried a fine of R10,000 or 5 years in 

jail for publishing 'uncleared or untruthful reports' about the police.106 

In 1981 it was disclosed by the Deputy Commissioner of Police that, despite 

a 15 per cent pay rise, 166 policemen a month had left the force in 1930 
· 107 

and by 1981 the figure was up to 200. The following year police shortages 

were being described in Parliament as having reached 'crisis proportions', 

with shortages run~ing at 40 per cent in some areas. 'Policemen these days 

are only working because they want to be policemen (a Major told me) not 

for the money or the conditions. You can't get anything out of the Public 

Services Commission (which determines wages)'. 

Considering the problems of staff shortages and discontentment 'harrl' 

policing is to be expected. Nobody can condone the action of a detective 

who carries a suspect to the cells in the boot of his car 

(See Argus 4.4.82). But given that the suspect is 

dangerous, that there is no patrol van, that the car is p~obably the 

detective's own, and that there is no colleague to help restrain the suspect, 

his seemingly callous action can at least be understood as a choice between 
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unconventional methods or letting the suspect go. Impossible situations 

give rise to improbable and often morally unacceptable solutions. .The 

frustration of confronting a situation beyond his control was clear when 

I asked a policeman what could be done about the city gangs: 

I don't know what you can do - except maybe Nazi style 

line them up and shoot them. But that's not in the law 

••• even the public think sentences are too soft. You 

should remove skollies from society to solve the problem. 

But then where would you put them? Perhaps you could 

send them to help Britain in the Falklands! But I say 

you cannot solve the problem according to the law ••• 

You need to drag them in here and give them all 

hangpaal (death sentences), you need public hanging 

or something. 108 

I will discuss presently the effects of the policing crisis on crime 

prevention patterns on the Cape Flats. But to understand this it is 

first necessary to look briefly at the rise of the police 'specials', thP. 

Security Branch and the Special Task Force. 

(c) The rise of the 'specials' 

If the incorpo=ation of the Mounted Riflemen into the SAP marked a new phase 

in the class struggle (a shift from frontier warfare to urban control), then 

Sharpville was to mark another. The repression of black political and labour 

organisations drove them underground and shifted the struggle to one of 

sabotage and armed resistance. Many black leaders were imprisoned. Others 

fled the country and began the struggle fro~ beyond the borders. In the 

undeclared 'state of emergency' which followed the Security Branch was 

formed 'to maintain internal security in regard to sabotage, Communism and 

th b . t . . t . I 109 It f t . t mb . . t o er su vers1ve ac iv1 ies • s orrna ion was o erase any a igu1 y . 
between policing and politics. 
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It is understandably difficult to gather information on the rise of the SB. 

By 1963 the Commissioner of Police. General Keevy, could announce that it 

had 'more than trebled to meet any threat to the country's safety•.110 

An indication of its growth from this point can be seen from annual Treasury 

~!locations for 'secret services':lll 

1963 R 25,000 

1964 R 224,000 

1965 R 312,000 

1967 R 412,000 

1968 R5,281,000 

'These financial statistics' commented The Argus on the 1968 figures, 

'confirm the importance now being played by Lt. Gen. H.S. van der Bergh, 

former Chief of Security,Police and now the Prime Minister's special 

adviser on security m8ttP.rs•.112 The importance of Van der Bergh was 

confirmed when he emerged as head of the newly-formed Bureau for State 

Security (BOSS) which was to centralise ~11 security planning. Hc:Mever 

after van der Bergh was discred.ited by the 'Muldergate' leaks, BOSS was 

effectively dCMngraded. (first to the Department National Security, OONS, 

and then the Nationa1--rntelligence Service, NIS), arrl placed in subordination 

to the Department of Military Intelligence (DMI) which emerged. as the 

leading security service. The Security branch, however, has continued- to .. 

grON, and has becane knCMn and feared for its ruthlessness and efficiency. 

It is of mounting concern that between 1963 arrl.1982 at least 50 people 

have died in detentions initiated. by the SB. 
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A police unit ~f more central importance to this study, however, is the 

Special Task force. Its growth dates from the mid-1970s. By this time the 

African National Congress had re-oriented its strategy to that of an exiled 

liberation movement - at a time when infl~tion and repression was sharpening 

trade untion action. When the Frontline states swrrounding South Afirca 

·became independent they also formed a base for guerilla action, orienting 

the SADF towards border conflict. And in the cities, with rapidly grmdng 

populations, unemployment and labour action, the undermanned pol~ce force 

was increasingly less able to feel secure about working-class action or 

urb~n 'disorders'. From the perspective of the State, the war of fixed 

position was undoubtedly seen as shifting to a war of manoeuvre. 

If the growth of SADF infl11ence was one strategy to contain this movement, 

another was the creation (in 1976) of an urban army called the Special Task 

Force. A captain in the Force descrihed its specificity this way: 

The army's involved in conventional warfare. We study urban 

wa~fare and guerilla tactics. This is a completely new field. 

We liaise with the Special Branch and the army and \'mrk with 

t i.. l " w . t th . 114 1•e po ice. e go in o every ing. 

Plans for the Task Force were begun in 1975, a time when the strength of 

the SAP was at its lowest ebb and the recession was at its height. 
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Th?. first u~ban units were formed as Riot Squads in ~arly 1976 and forced 

their way to public attention as the men in camouflage and Hippo gun-wagons 

at the heart of upheavals in June that year. John Kane-Berman estimates 

115 that at least 700 people - mostly youths - were killed during the boycotts. 

It is difficult to Avoid the conclusion that the Riot Police were the cause 

of much of the violence in an otherwise peaceful boycott by black pupils 

refusing to be taught in Afrikaans. The Cillie Commission into the 

disturbances was told that 92 of the 97 people who died in -the boycotts in 

Cape Town had been killed by the police. Of the 417 injured, 387 were injured 

by the police. 116 There were also reports and allegations of beatings and 

apparently unprovoked attacks on and shootings of children.117 Speaking in 

Parliament in January 1977, Helen Suzman said that she heard 

a great many ugly stori~s about unprovoked violence in almost 

every township where there were disturbances. J have 

statements and affidavits which make one's hair stand up. 

j 
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Of course, the police have denied all charges of unprovoked 

violence. They say they shoot only when their lives are 

endangered, and I have no doubt that in some cases this is 

certainly.true, but equally in other cases it is manifestly 

untrue ••• Africans say to me: 'The police can say what 

they like. We saw what happened and we know what happened; 

we don't care how many denials are made.' As I say, I have 

no doubt, from what I have heard, that there were many cases 

of unprovoked violence • • • I believe that the allegation 

that the riot police used arms indiscriminately is borne out 

b "t 118 y numerous eye-wi nesses. 

The official view of the exercise was captured some months later by the 

Mjnister of Police, Mr. Jimny Kruger, when he opened a new police station 

in Heilbron: 

It is so that the all-knowing God thought fit to exercise 

His authority on earth using the service of people, parents, 

officials, the Government. Therefore the wearers of the 

fine uniforms of the police are also the mandate-holders cf 

God • . • Evil and permissive forces ar~ almost unstoppably 

at work in the process of destroying authority in nearly 

every sphere (but) timeous and responsible 8ction has, 

fortunately, always controlled this degeneration nf life.119 

Nobody is recruited into the Riot Squads without having first seen service 

against guerillas in a neighbouring country (Angola, Zimbabwe and possibly 

Mozambique). The cream of the local Squads are then picked to ~erve in 

the Special Task Force which is in turn the recruiting ground for an even 

more elite unit known simply as Koefoert. This unit is fully operational in 

the border wars at all times, using this arena as a training ground for urban 

insurgency and a testing site for new weaponry. A captain in the Cape 

Town Riot Squad told me: 



315 

The major guidelines for the Local Reaction Squads come from 

the Special Task Force. The Task Force men are trained in 

urban control. There's nothing they can't do -from parachutes 

to diving, from driving a bulldozer to a Mini. These guys 

are increrjible! They're based in Pretoria but at the moment 

they're operational. They are specially equipped and they're 

having hugP. successes on the border. You're totally into a 

differ~nt world here. We're not seeing ghosts in every 

cupboard. But we believe in preparedness. 120 

The development of the urban para-military units can be seen from the number 

of men being trained in counter-insurgency and anti-riot action. Starting in 

1960, the numbers had increased 28 times by 1970. Aetween 1970 and 1980 

the numbers had jumped by a further 150 per cent. 
121 

It may be simply coincidental 

that the years in which the greatest numbers of police were trained in riot 

action (1970/71, 1975, 1979) coincided with flashpoints in the black struggle 

in the years which followed (the Durban strikes in 1971/2, Soweto in 1976 

and Elsie~ River in 1980). 
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In Cape Town in mid-1982 the Riot Squad consisted of arourx1 70 men um.er a · 

'Riot Colonel'. 'il1ey were operating indeperrlently of the South African 

Police and, according to the Captain I s};X)ke to, were being paid fran a 

separate soorce. •we are the milita.l:y wing o~ the South African Police', I 

was told, 'but we are not like the aney. we are not centralised. Each 

city operates um.er its·C"111 initiative along the guidelines of the Special 

Task Force. 'il1e men all know each other and every m:>rning you see them 

on parade. '!hey have a very high level of training and m:>rale. we also are 

always gathering info::onation. At every incident yru will see there saooone 

of the Riot Squad with a clip-board making notes. We are the eyes and ears 

of the Force•:
22

'1he Squad also has an •i.hcident vehicle' - a 'driving 

anncury with an operations roan, five telephones and 200n of cable that can 

connect with anywhere in the ca.mtry alm:>st :irrmediately•. 123 

• 
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But the Riot Squad also has anothP.r function, which is important in the 

context of this study. During 'peacetime', or as the Head of Criminal 

Investigation told me, 'in between riots', it is con~idered to be the Crime 

Prevention Unit. Its members patrol the streets jn civilian clothes, on foot 

or with patrolmen on their beat, 'checking out the scene'. They compile 

photographic lists of law-breakers and liaise with the uniform patrols and 

detectives. The s~uad's function, I was told, was not to investigate cases 

but to identify them. The purpose of the patrols was clearly to g~t to 

'know' the city both physically and socially, and to keep the men on the spot 

when they were needed. The riot captain put it this way: 

In between riots we train anrl care for our weapons. But we have 

X amount of men and.we have to keep them fully employed - there's 

money at stake. We cannot train them all day, they'd get fed up. 

~ow you've got to play around with ideas to keep them busy. So: 

C . t. I A d h d th th I . 
124 

rime pr even ion. n w en you nee em, ey re in. 

The Riot Squads in South Africa are similar in many ways to the Special Patrols 

in Britain and the Los Angeles Polire Department's Special Weapons and Tactics 

Unit (SWAT) - with the same advantages to the State and the same probJems. The 

advantages are speed, secrecy and military ruthlessness. At a time when city 

police forces are under-manned, overburdened and have to maintain a level 

of community credibility to remain effective, the Riot Squads can move in 

where patrolmen cannot tread. They have access to sophisticated weapons and 

technology, are at peak training and have a command and communications 

network ultimately resp:>nsive to Pretoria. Indeed -they are the urban shock..-. 

troop_? _of_ the __ Executive. 
---~ - -- ... 
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But they are not unproblematical. for maximum effectiveness the Riot Squads 
,..-------- ,- ---- ~ 

need a minimum of legal constraint, and as we have seen, they have received 

this. Virtually the only public control over the action nf the Squads 

therefore becomes negative publicity. But almost all of their activities 

fall under Section 27C of the Police Act and may not be communicated or 

written about. When such para-military units are controlled by rules created 

within th~ police bureaucracy, when they operate bevond the constraint of the 

public, they can get out of control and have a tendency towards over-policing 

and excessive violence. In this way they can actually contribute to pub~ 

violence and accelerate the decline in legitimacy of the state. 

This over-policing by the Special' Patrols was criticised by the Scarman 

Report into the 1981 riots in the London suburb of Brixton. The report fcund 

that 'hard' policing in the predominantly black area culminated in an 

exercise known as 'Operation Swamp'. Hundreds of policemen were poured into 

the area and more than 1,000 people were stopped and searched. 'Courtesy ••• 

t . 1 I,. ,125 was some imes _ac~1ng. The angry response bv the com~unity was described 

by the Guardian as 

appalling scenes of violence and mayhem ••• It was as if 

we were brought to the edge of an abyss beyond which lay 

anarchy, the breakdown nf law and order, and social 
126 catastrophe. 

In his reco~.mendations,lord Scarman laid particular stress on accountability, 

which 
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renders the police answerable for what they do. Thereby 

it prevents them from slipping into an enclosed fortress 

of inward thinking and social isolation which would in 

the long term result in a siege mentality - the police 

in their fortress (happy as long as it is secure) and 

thP. rest of us outside, unhappy, uncertain and insecure 

(for we do not know what they will do or how they will 

do it) .127 

A Los Angeles Times report indicates a similar over-reaction from a SWAT 

force in the arrest of Black Panther members at the party headquarters in 

1969: 

• • • a 40-man police team clad in black coveralls and black 

baseball caps, armed with automatic rifles and ~niper rifles, 

opened fire on the headquarters. During the siege that 

followed police pJjl_~ted dynamite charges on the roof to blast 

their way in fromt.he top, a police helicopter circled over 

the building, and an armoured personnel carrier stood by for 

possible use in the final assault ••. Thirteen Panthers 

were arrestP.d for conspiracy to commit murd~r, conspiracy to 

commit assault on a police .officer, and conspiracy to 

possess illegal weapons ••• the jury acquitted them of all 

but the last and least serious charge. The jury's decision 

showed that the L.A. Police Department's attempts to portray 

the Panthers as a threat to the community failed, and that it 

was clear to the citizens of Los Angeles that the Panthers 

had been set up and attacked by an overzealous and over-armed 

police assault team, for reasons- that had nothing to do with 

public safety. 128 

In a simil~r attack on a house containing members of the Symbionese 

Liberation Army (SLA) in 1975, a SWAT force of 29 members and seven FBI men 

used weapons which included four automatic weapons that expended 5371 rounds 
.. 
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and launched 83 tear gas cannisters into an area equivalent to a 25 x 30 

foot room. At one point the SWAT commander was reported to have requested 

f~agmentation grenades. The SLA members were killed, the house was levelled 

and surroundjng homes, cars and apartments were riddled with bullets. 129 

As a result of an amendment to the Police Act, passed shortly after the 

upheavRls in Cape Town in 1980, Riot Squad actions cannot be reported in 

South Africa. However certain facts did emerge in the Press about the 

nrigins of the flare-up between boycotting students and the police during 

that period. On May 29 the Argus reported that in Elsies River, during ~n 

extremely orderly boycott of classes by Coloured pupils, a police van 

suddenly stopped and policemen, both uniformed and in 

camouflage gear, jumped out and baton-charged people on the 

pavements. People fled down side streets, across backyards 

and into hous~s. One youth was caught,brought to the ground 

and beaten by at least four policP.men with batons • The 

police continuRd with this type of action along Halt Road 

and minutes later a car driven by a white woman had its 

side windows smashed by stones • • • a group again gathered 

on the corner of Halt Road and 20th Avenue about 2.30 p.m. 

According to Mrs. Enid November, who lives opposite, a blue 

kombi drove past and was stoned by the group. A man lying 

flat on the back seat of the kombi passed a shotgun to the 

driver who opened fire on the crowd. The men in the kombi 

were not wearing full camouflage gear, according to 

Mrs. November. It has been established, however, that the 

kombi is registered under the South African Police;3o 

Two youths were killed in the shotgun fire. Anger simmered over the deaths 

but order was maintained by student leaders as Riot Police reinrorcements 

were airlifted into the city.131 Then on June 17, on the second day of a 

• 
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work stay-away to mark the anniversary of the Soweto unrest, youths began 

burning disused motor car tyres in the streets of ·the townships and stoned 

vehicles. In the confusion the gangs began to loot shops. Police used 

this as a signal to open fire on the crowds which had gathered on the streets. 

Although the police were later to be praised for their great restraint, at 

1 t 40 1 h t d d d . . d 132 It ff, . . 11 eas peep e were s o ea an many more inJure • was o icia y 

announced that the police had been issued with 'orders to shoot to kill', but 

this statement was later retracted.
133 

These examples suggest that in all these cases triggers were being pulled too 

soon and that little negotiation or understanding existed between the 

community and Riot Squad-type units. But while the state might be hard-

pressed to justify such action to the public, it is an effective form of 

crisis-policing for two reasons. Firstly it tends to blurr the boundary 

· between political action and crime. This is particularly trtie when the 

Riot Squads become Crime Prevention Units 'beh-1een riots'. And secondly it serves 

to generate fear in populations in 'problem' areas, making them, in lord 

Scarman's words, 'unhappy, uncertain and insecure', not knowing what the 

police will do· or how they will do it. This fear is amplified when communities 

have been disrupted through urban relocation and housed in new townships, the 

very shape of which reinforce population control. 

(d) New patterns of policing 

One may ask what all this has to do with street gangs. The answer i~ that 

gang activity, whether brutal, acquisitive or simply social, is a complex 

network of relationships, 'and in this the police are key actors. for the 

purpose of illustration one could narrow the scenario of law and order down 

to a battle between two rival gangs, both composed of young, single, working-



323 

class males, each seeking territorial control ove~ a class habitat. But the 

difference is that one mob have the full weight of the State behind them, the 

other only themselves and their mates to fall back on. The scores they have 

to settle revolve, in the end, around the question 'Who rules?• 134 Since the 

1940s the strategies of the street gangs has altered only in the magnitude 

of their members. rrom the other side, however, definjte tactical changes 

have occurred. 

Informal policing: This is not a new strategy, but simply a survival tactic 

developed by poliremen faced with the sharp dispa~ity between Police College 
' 

and the real world. On the beat in a working class township the patrolman is 

not simply the upholder of law and order he was taught to be, hut an actor 

in a complex social network in which he is both aggressor and victim. 

On the one side he has trouble with the official 'system'. Firstly policemen 

see the complexity of the law as a. threat to them when in the hands of a 

clever lawyer in court. And secondly known criminals are freed through what 

a policeman sees as technical loopholes in the judicial process. According 

to a det~ctive interviewed by Cathy Albert in Cape Town,'even when he was 

100 per cent sure of a case he could only be 50-50 per cent sure of getting 

a conviction'. 135 

There's a big problem with the courts (a detective told me) 

You get a skollie, he's a killer and he's been living away 

from home for years but he's under 18. Then when you get 

him to court you have to have his parents with him or a 

welfare officer. ·And his mother says he's a good boy and 

he's the only breadwinner and she's under oath and you have 

to believe her but it's all lies. And when he gets sentenced 

he gets sentenced as a kid a~d he goes to Porter and that's like 

a holiday for him. And next week he's back here,.escaped from 

Porter. 
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Also in court cases witnesses get smashed. The gang says: 

'You testify and you and your family are dead'. And you 

can't get witnesses - they dnn't want to testify in court 

althouah they will tell you all privately. 

Then if gangs fight they will come in here to the Police 

Station and lay charges against each other. But in court 

the complainant is a gangster and the accused is a gangster 

and the witnesses are gangsters and they're all under oath 

and all telling the truth of course but their stories are 

all totally different and the case is thrown out. Or they 

all withdraw charges. It's useless!136 

Given the porous nature of the justice system from the point of view of the 

detective or patrolman, the temptation to give a street youth a thrashing 

for some misdemeanour or an hour in the van and let him go m1.1st be strong 

indeed. However any do~bt about the justice system leaves the policeman in 

a dilemma about his base-line of operation. It is here that an informal or 

grass-roots police science grows, where norms and t~chniques are absorbed 

from fellow officers with experience 'on the ground'. It is all part of 

'getting to know the area', finding out who the informers ar~, who runs the 

rackets and who to leave alone. This was well captured by William Whyte in 

his study of Chicago street-corner society in 1943: 

Observation of the situation in Cornerville indicates that 

the primary function of the police department is not the 

enforcement of the law but the regulation of illegal activities 

• • • Under these circumstances the smoothest course for the 

officer is to conform to the social organization with which he 

is in direct contact and at the same time try to give the 

impression to the outside world th8t he is enforcing the law. 

He must play an elaborate role of make-believe and, in so doing, 

• 
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he serves as a buffer between divergent social organisations 

with their conflicting standards ••• An outbreak of violence 

arouses the 'good people' to make demands for law enforcement 

••• therefore it is in the interest of th~ department to 

help m~intain a peaceful racket organisation. Since competition 

in illegal activities leads to violence, it is also in the 

interest of the department to co-operate with the racket 

organisation in eliminating competition. By regulating t.he 

racket and keeping the peace, the officer can satisfy the 

demands for law enforcement with a number of token arrests 

and be free to make his adjustment to the local situation. 137 

Even if policemen worked to the rule book, this would (as we have seen) simply 

snarl up the courts and the prisons. They are therefore confronted with the 

impossible task of enforcing law .2!:. order and applying norms in the townships 

which they would not apply in the white areas. They must perform a delicate 

balance between productivity and acceptability within a lay police theory of 

crime and enforcement. And in a staffing cri~is the police are drawn, through 

the necessity to maintain order, further into the township networks. In his 

study of the police, Paul Rock found that when crime 

is transformed into a stable organisation which generates 

a steady income, engages in a multitude of petty transactions 

and supports a network of dependants in a community, 

integration (with the police) is enhanced. Poiice action in 

this relationship will tend to focus on protecting it from 

disruption by .other criminals or agencies, on ensuring that 

the activity nf the organised criminal is confined within 

mutually defined limits of.licence, and on maintaining a 

token display of control. When other segments of deviancy 

require extra attention, this particular form of rule-breaking 

can become virtually unpoliced.138 
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In my work with gangs a feature which constantly startled me was the arrival 

of policemen at a gang headquarters while I was there. They would hardly 

glance at me (an obvious outsider) or the circle of men passing around a 

white pipe, and would move into private discussion with the gang leader• 

A detective later clarified this for me: 

We war~ with the gang leaders. If we go to them and say we 

are looking for so and so they bring him here to the station. 

They know that if they don't we can get them, and they want 

peace with us. Al~o if we want to find out about this gang 

we go to the leader of the opposition gang and they tell us 

th . th k w f . f t' 139 
every ing ey now. e pay or in orma ion. 

In this way gangs and officers can co-police an area, keeping it 'quiet', 

picking up 'nuisances' and leaving the cores of gangs untouched. A case 

study done for this book by Wilfried Scharf found this delicate co-operation 

operating around a shebeen in Elsies River. 

Joker's shebeen operation made it necessary for him to 

exercise a control over his area which approximated the 

law. His private police (a gang) and their allies were 

a constant presence, but they were not the only contenders 

for power in the township. Opposition shebeeners' gangs 

and the SAP competed for that distinction. 

From the Policepointof view it is clear that a number of 

shebeener's functions actually complemented their work. The 

30-odd gangsters kept some 500 people in a state of 

relative submission using unorthodox techniques. Their 

street domination which inhibited mobility, social inter­

action and the possible release of tensions and conflicts 

outside the home, probably intensified conflict in the 
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homes. And their intimidating presence and the threat of 

reprisals rendered the number of crimes reported to the police 

a mere fraction of 'crimes' actually committed. 

The gang, of course, performed a lot of its own policing 

functions, enforcing its own 'law' and processing !offenders' 

by its own informal 'justice' procedurP.s. The only counter 

to this power for' the community was a seldom vocalised belief 

that police protection and law enfor~ement was their just due. 

An aspect of the shebeen's private policing methods was its 

widespread network of contacts and alliances, all furnishing 

information which was probably inaccessible to the police. 

Joker's ability to extract almost any information he desired 

from the community was a vital asset to him in his relation to 

the police. They frequently approached him for clues and leads 

in pursuance of routine crime detection, often using his 

pointers as the only information in an investigation. Joker 

fostered this connection as it extended his influence and 

power in the township. The information he divulged was 

obviously never chosen to the detrjment of his business 

interests. Indeed, in that respect the official police.force 

worked for him, as their mutual interests coincided. The 

provisions of the Police Act unfortunately preclude any further 

development of this theme.14o 

The police, on the other hand, had to be seen as the ruling 

force in the township-. Not all aspects of the shebeen's 

existence dovetailed with the interests they were expected 

to protect. But they focused their battle for township 

dominance on the most visible, the least experienced, and the 

most replaceable members of the shebeen, the guards. They were 

the frontline of Joker's business, peddling drugs and dispensing 

violence, whereas his power was far more subtly disguised. The 

police continuously harrassed the guards by repeated searches 

for drugs and dangerous weapons. 

• 
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The guards, in turn, developed their own strategies to cope 

under such conditions, increasing their shrewdness in concealing 

incriminating evidence. If they failed, the guards facP.d 

processing through the justice industry (police, court, prison 

and back), but their age usually favoured a speedy ejection, 

juveniles frequently being sentenced to strokes rather than 
141 

imprisonment for minor offences. Joker chose youngsters 

as his employees for this reason, and because the reserve 

army of unemployed young gangsters could easily replace any 

convicted members in shebeen duties. The dependence on Joker 

and fear of reprisals constrained the arrested guards from 

betraying him as their source of supply, even if it was common 

knowledge in the township. 

Hardly any of the police activity struck at the core of the 

operation. But Joker was also an extremely shrewd businessman 

who knew how to manipulate other gang-members so that he was 

only minimally exposed to the police. And his diverse · 

alliances, backed up by the force he commanded, were relied 

on when his safety or business int~rests were in jeopardy. 

Witnessps who intended to testify against him were 'persuaded' 

to change their perception of the facts. His ·business continued 

to thrive but there was no guarantee that it always would. The 

forces that sustained it had to be carefully nurtured and 

balanced against each other without the contradictions becoming 

too apparentJ.42 

Shebeeners' gangs are therefore performing a quasi-policing role in pursuance 

of their survival needs which to some degree dovetails with the State's duty 

to reproduce a labour force that is suitably subdued and politically docile. 

The division of potential worker solidarity that gangs contribute towards is 

also in the political interests of the State. 

• 
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Informal policing by both police and syndicate bosses is therefore effective 

in terms of state control, but ineffective for the community as it tends to 

focus on high-profile street youths and leaves most of the big rackets 

untouched. This slack is in some sense taken up by the specialist units such 

as the Narcotics Bureau and the Murder and Robbery Squad, which can come in 

'over the top' of regular policing. But if crime figures are any indication 

these are unable to reduce property crime or urban violence. Several other 

lines of defence have therefore been constructed • 

. Informers, vigilantes, guards and the Reserves: At the time of writing Cape 

Town was clearly in a transitional phase between precinct and para-military 

policing. The confusion of the period was giving rise to a range of 

strategies from both policemen and the public. The oldest technique is that of 

-
financial 'inducanents' for information. It was not possible to find figures on the 

:>tal amounts paid to police informers, but it is undoubtedly considerable. 'We 

have plenty of informers', a detective told me, 'we must because there are not 

many of us and there are many skollies'. The informer network is bolstered 

by 'agreements' and 'favours' worked out between the police and the community, 

and by 'leaning' on certain individuals who are threatened with arrest for 

some misdemeanour unless they 'squeal'. 

A more organisP.d response to the police shortage is the Police Reserve Force •. 

Started in the 1970s, it had 11,152 adult members and 275 schoolboys by 
143 

1982. Reservists are simply unpaid policemen, and were described by a 

policeman as 'the best thing that ev~r happened to the Force. We cannot 

work without them any longer. In fact we misuse their goodness. If they 

stepped working for us there would be chaos•.144 However they are also the 

cause of some resentment in the SAP 

•· 
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Reservists often give the force a bad name (a newspaper was told). 

They are just. not experienced and make mistakes • • • and we 

get the blame. Why doesn't the department employ more police? 

They ~re using cheap labour by taking on reservists (and) closi11g 

h 1 d f 1
. 145 

their eyAs to t e a arming nee or more po icemen. 

A community response to rising insecurity in the townships has been the creation 

of vigilantes or citizen patrols, a move supported by the Cape Town Chamber of 

Commerce (which also called for the formation of a municipal police force). 

Several vigilante patrols were started during the 1970s but most of them 

collapsed. One reason for this is that they were penet~ated by the gangs 

who then used them for their own purposes. The other reason was SAP refusal 

to recognise the patrols, probably· because they tended to upset the dP-licate 

balance of control in the townships. In 1977 the Minister of Police told 

Parliament that 

the formation of vigil<r1tes is not supported because the 

Police Reserve force offers adequate·opportunites to members 
li6 

of the public to perform vigilance duties in their own areas. 

Industry's response to a fall-off in police surv~illance and rising 

urban property crime has been a massive increase during the 1970s of the use 

of private security g11ards. These men receive a brief training in security 

work and are issued with a gun. In 1982 the numbers of contract guards in 

South Africa was 50,000, a force 56 per cent bigger than the entire SAP. 

(This figure excludes 'in-house' guards employed by individual firms as part 

of their staff .)
147 

This trend folJows that of the more industrialised countries. 

In New York, for example, there are 30,000 policemen and 40,000 private 

guards.148 Cape Town ~lo11e had 4,500 such guards in 1982. 



These forms of policing operate largely as crime preventors - patrolling, 

guarding and finding out information. Increasingly, however, strategies to 

contain social deviancy in South Africa have baen moving towards control 

thrnugh the generation of fear. 

Dragnets and raids: The growing para-military nature of state policing can 

be seen in the decline of street policing and an escalation of what the 

Press like to call 'police swoops'. These take b..•o forms (which are not 

unrelated), dragnets for 'subversive political elements' and pass raids 

which scoop up anyone who looks 'suspicious'. 

The former cause greater public outcry, possibly be.cause the people picked 

up are usually held under laws which allow detP.netion without trial for 

indefinite periods, and because pass raids are far more frequent occurrences, 

taking place almost daily. The impression is inescapable that political 

dragnets are often for the purpose of compiling information and inducing 

fear in those opposed to the state, as this newspaper article indicates: 

When the Security Police swooped on the homes of more than 

150 South Africans last October in a pre-dawn raid one Sunday 

mornir.g, strong hints were dropped that a nation-wide 

conspiracy to undermine the State had been uncovered. 

Now that a year has passed since those raids the time is 

opportune to inquire what happened to the •conspiracy•. 

Here are the faci:.s: of the 150 people raided, 48 were taken 

into detcnetion without trial. 
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Of these 48 detainees, 36 were released - no charges having 

been brought against them. Some were released within weeks, 

but others were held in custody incommunicado, for months. 

Of the remaining 12 detainees, one was charged under the 

Suppression of Communism and Terrorism Acts, but acquitted 

and allowed to return to Britain, and another detainee, who 

gave evidence at his trial, was released and also allowed to 

leave the country. 

A third detainP.e was released after he had paid a R20 

admission of guilt fine on a drugs charge, and a fourth 

detainee was convicted under the Suppression of Communism 

Act and Customs and Excise Act of being in unlawful possession 

of banned books. 

This left eight detainees. Three were released and charged 

under the Suppression of Communism Act but estreated their 

bail and escaped to Botswana. 

Of the remaining five detainees, one was Ahmed Timol, who 

fell to his death from the tenth fleer of police headquarters 

in Johannesburg and four were each sentenced ta five years' 

imprisonment under the Terrorism Act for conspiring with 

Timol to promote the cause of the banned African National 

Congress and Communist Party in South Africa. 

Excluding the three who estreated their bail, this means 

the State secured Terrorism Act convictions against only 

four peopie,and lesser convictions against two others. 

That is the sum total of the "conspiracy" for which ~ore 

than 150 people - among them 10 lecturers, two bishops, a 

newspaper editor and other prominent citizens - were rudely 

roused from their beds. 

(Sunday Times 12.11.72) 
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Unlike police dragnets, 'crime swoo'ps' have the air of military invasions 

into enemy territory, with heavy vehicles, dogs, machine guns and often 

men in camouflage. The Executive has admitted that on occasion the army 

has been used in these exercises.149 The success of these raids is made 

possible by the sealed-off structure of the townships with their limited 

access roads and broRd encircling buffer strips. This pin-point saturation 

policing can be seen as a new form of political domination and procedure 

in the management/reproduction of labour power, regulating urban migrancy 

and calling the unemployed to heel. In this re~ard, Poulantzas points out 

that with the decline of popular democracy 

the traditional form of social control, which ls organised 

by general and universal norms defining guilt and distinguishing 

loyal subjects from those outside the law, is now combined 

with individualized regulation that starts out from the 

'mentality' (the presumed intention) of earh member of the 

society considered as a pot~ntially guilty suspect. The 

general enclosure of outlaws in such total in=titutions as 

prisons or asylums • is now articulated to a process 

whereby diverse networks spreading throughout society's 

structure the population through administrative-police 

procedures adapted to the specifications of each category 

of suspect. from the punishable offence laid down by a 

universal and general act of parliament, we are moving 

towards the 'suspicious circumstance' whose contours are 

administratively defined by supple, malle~ble and 
lSO particularist regulation • • • 

In the creation of group areas we are also witnessing the creation of 'prisons 

with horizontal walls' (Mumford) which can be sealed off by state warders in 

times of trouble. Cape Town citizens were first made aware of the new-style 

policing in 1961 with a massive drive by 'officers and men of the uniformed 
• 
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police, CID and Security Police' to pick up 'loiterers, idlers and otherwisP. 

unoccupied people of all races found in the streets or on premises in 

suspicious circumstances' or people·W"lo 1 CX)Uld not give satisfactory.account of 

thanselves•. 151 In parallel raids throughout the country.about 10,000 

people, described by police as 'mostly idlers, vagrants, tsotsis and foreign 

. ·1d 152 Natives', were he • Three months later another such raid was carried out 

on the Cape flats by 600 policemen working through the night, and similar 

swoops were reported in th~ city in 1966 (400 arrested), 1969 (1,032 arrested), 

1971 (543 arrested), 1973 (1,270 arrested) and increasingly from 1976 (although 

Press reports decreased).153 

The dictionary definition of a raid is 'a sudden swift inroad, originally of 

horsemen, for assault or seizure'. As the class struggle in South Africa 

polarises,the raid and the spy - the original function of the 17th Century 

border patrols - are becoming the pattern of urban policing. Crime prevention 

daily uniformed police penetration into civil society for the maintenance of 

peace and social harmony - is a withering function often dependent on crime 

syndicates for its operation. Working in the interface areas, therefore, one 

gets a strong feeling that battle lines are being drawn in a conflict that 

transcends crime~ 
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CRIME AND '!HE MAGICAL REL'OJERY OF a:l1MUNI'IY 

'Vfilat has been rutline1 so far is the rise of the defensive city an:!. its effect 

on people displaced or impoverished in the process. '!he n9'1 Cape Tc:Mn is a 

city built to protect capital ao:umulation an:1 to control any resistance to 

its logic: a sanatized central off ice cluster an:1 several shopping ncrles, 

factory parks ringed with high fences an:1 fast roads, the rich separated fran 

the poor by buffer zones of open land, and the workers in separate ghettos with 

no back alleys. Police man the bcundaries. 

I rrust new turn to our original inquiry and ask: What part do the yruth gangs 

play in all this? .'!here is a fundamental p:>int that must be made right here: 

'Ihe central reason for gang f onnation is not 

lack of notivation, laziness or poor e:lucation amcng the street ya.ith; it is 

stark poverty. GanginJ is prirrarily a ~ival technique, and it is d:Jvious 

that as lon:r as the city is part of a socio-econanic system which reprcx:luces 

this poverty, ~ croa.mt of }:X>licing will stop the ghetto brotherhocds. 'lhis 

situation is not particular to South Africa. It sean.s to oca.ir wherever ernplo:ir.re.rit 

arx1 incane are a privil03'e and not a right, where the primary socia.l motive is 

profit arrl not the greatest gocrl for the greatest number. Phil Cohen fo.md in 

Britain that 

for the kids woo are caught up in the internal oontradictions of 

a suba.ilrure, v.hat be;ins as a break in the contimrum of social 

central can easily .becane a permanent hiatus in their lives. 

Al t.hrugh there is a certain amount of subcultural m:i>ili ty ••• 
1 there are no career prospects! 

L3. Fontaine has charted a similar situation in Zaire 

• 
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Deprivation has driven m::>re street gangs to outright delinquency. 

Unanploym:mt has mcrle the transition fran the marginal position 

of yc:uth to adult responsibility ever more difficult. Far nore 

yooths are excluded fran a 'normal' adult existence. 'Ihis has 

meant that the upper ag~limit of street-gang manbers has slowly 

risen arrl these older yooths appear likely to form the nucleus 

of a class of permanent criminals. In addition, the products of 

secondary schools f .in:1 their opp:>rtunities curtailed arrl leave 

school only to enter the world of the unanployed. 'Ihe street 

gangs are thus in the process of re-acquiri.rg ••• educated 
2 marbers. 

Even Fredric 'lllrasher, an ap:>lcqist for rapid capitalist developnent in the 

United States of the 1920s, observed that 

the process of breakneck cx:rnpetition in the developnent of 

(Ollcago's) new wealth arrl the ccnsequent tendency towards 

in:reasin;J division of labour arrl specialization have stim.llated 

the rapid growth of (the city) ••• and the creation of a 
3 sanicircular 'poverty belt' aroond the (inner) loop. 

In cape TcJ..m while family disruption is causing an increase at the yrun;er end 

. of gan;inj, unemployment is extending the upper age limit, carrying a strorq 

prc:bability of pennanent criminalisation. 1-bre than 95 percent of the gan:;J manbers 

intervia.."Erl in the city said they would accept any jcb if it was offered to then, 

arrl t;,..,u thirds said they would then leave the gan;. In an open-ended question 

abalt \itl.at alternatives they would firrl acceptable to gan:J life, they answered 

No alternative 26% 

Business 48% 

School 12% 

Church 8% 

Politics 3% (Source: Survey of Street 
Other 3%. gangs) 

\ 

• 



lrassroots November 1982 

Union fights to 
protect unemployed 

THE cuirent economic 
recession is hitting 
thousands of workers in 
the Western Cape, who 
have already lost or will 
lose their jobs as bosses 
try to cut down on 
costs. 

Workers in the steel 
and engineering indus­
try and in the building 
industry have already 
·been badly affected and 
many have been re­
trenched. 

The most hard hit 
are unskilled contract 
workers. Unskilled wor­
kers are the first to be 
out on the streets when 
work is short and in 
South Africa most con­
tract workers are 
offered little protection 
against retrenchments. 

Workers from .. in­
dependent homelands" 
find it very difficult to 
get their unemployment 
insurance benefits 
(UIF), if they manage 
to get them at all. 

Contract workers 
who lose their jobs are 
no longer allowed to 
stay in the towns and 
look for new jobs. 

They are endorsed 
out under influx con­
trol legi.s.l.ation, back to 

unpoverished home­
lands, where they once 
more have to join the 
long queues of unem­
ployed outside the 
labour bureaux. 

For those workers 
ojganised into trade 
unions, the battle 
against- retrenchment is 
one of the most diffi­
cult. When bosses no 
longer need the work­
ers, their position is 
weak. 

Workers are some­
times so desperate in 
times of high unem­
ployment, they are 
often prepared to 
take anything, no 
matter what the wages 
or working conditions. 

The General Work­
ers' Union, which has 
many contract workers 
as members, have been 
negotiating retrench­
ment P,rocedure with 
bosses in the factories 
where they have a 
majority for the past 
few months. 

Although it is very 
difficult to abolish 
retrenchment alto­
gether, the union ~ys 
there are ways to fight 
retrenchments and so 

to lessen the blow for 
the workers. 

An important prin­
ciple to establish with 
the bosses is that work­
ers must be given long 
notice of an intended 
retrenchment. 

The amount of 
notice differs in various 
factories. 

Options 
In the stevedoring 

industry, for example, 
it is two weeks notice. 
This gives the workers' 
committee time to 
fight the retrenchment, 
says the union. 

Bosses must explain 
exactly why they need 
to retrench certain 
workers. 

The more infor-
mation workers have, 
the easier it becomes to 
protect themselves 
against bosses trying to 
use a smaller number of 
workers to do the same 
amount of work as a 
way of cutting costs. It 
also gives workers time 
to think about alter­
natives to retrenchment. 

Workers in the GWU 
have thought of three 
main alternatives to 

retrenchment. The first 
is a ban on all overtime. 
The second alternative 
is to put all workers on 
short time, so that all 
workers in a factory 
work fewer hours, 
rather than some of the 
workers being re­
trenched. 

A third alternative, 
which has been taken 
up by workers at Dor­
man Long, is for work­
ers to take unpaid leave 
in cycles. This means 
that all workers share 
the burden of the work 
shortage and are gua­
ranteed their jobs back 
at the end of their cycle 
of unpaid leave. 

An old union princi­
ple, and one that many 
of the progressive 
unionsin South Africa, 
including the GWU try 
to stick to is the "last 
in, first out" principle. 

If retrenchments 
seem inevitable, then 
workers with the short­
est service should be 
the first to go. 

The practise of "last 
in, first out" avoids 
victimisation and makes 
it difficult for the 
bosses to use retrench-

• 

ments as a 'disciplinary 
procedure'. 

When workers are re­
trenched many workers 
ask that ·~ob-loss" pay 
be paid out to those 
who have lost their 
jobs. Bosses are often 
reluctant to do this. 

But, says the GWU, 
why should workers be 
the only oness made to 
suffer the effects of 
retrenchment. 

During the boom 
that usually precedes a 
recession, profits are 
usually high. The work­
ers who have made 
those profits should 
also be entitled to sh.are 
when times are bad. 

Protection 

In factories where 
workers have been re­
trenched, the first avail­
able jebs should go to 
those retrenched work­
ers. Bosses should also 
try to find jobs in other 
factories. 

As the unemploy­
ment queues get longer 
and the recession gets 
bleaker, workers are 
trying even harder to 
protect themselves 
against retrenchment . 
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'Ihat the anplcyrnent prd::>lan is being reproduced over generations can be seen in 

the fact that 66 percent of the gang members said their CMn fathers had been oot 

of work. Of these~ 85 percent said their fathers had been without work for 

periods longer than six ironths and 31 percent for more than a year. 

Mass ratOV'als fran the inner city, as we have seen, destroyed both the informal 

econany arrl many family supp::>rt structures, networks which softened the hard 

dichotaey between wage labour and destitution. Ccupled with rising inflation 

during the 197bs, this was to lead to increasin:J econanic brittleness among the 

city's working class. 

In 1980, for example, Divisional Council tenants in the city were served with 

100 993 eviction notices, mainly because of their inability to pay the rent. This 

means that an average of aboot six eviction notices were issued for each 

Divisional Council housin:J unit during the year. 4 
In June 1980 a massive worker 

boycott of buses began in resp:nse to fares increases of between 30 percent and 

100 percent. 5 Many buses were stoned. 'Ihi.s took place amid a boycott of 

'coloured' schools in Cape TcMin and a consumer ooycott of red meat products. 

A re:3dinj of the Grassroots camn..mity newsletter (effectively a Cape Flats 

newspaper) shows a constant struggle against the risi.JB cost of State-prOV'ided 

arrl Council-provided it.ens such as halses, water, electricity and transport, and 

the urrler-provi.sion of creches, scl"x::ols and amenities. 

In times of a fall in the starrlard of living, people, of cairse, refuse to simply 

disappear when they are i.mable to becare 'rational' can.Stmters and prcrlucers. 

As Wilkinson and Webster have f rund: 

they resolve the prcblan for their contirrued survival by gathering 

to;rether whatever skills they may have acquired and whatever means 

of prcrluction capital has either by-passed or produced as readily 

acx:::essible canncdities in the expansioo of its market, in order to 

fashion sane cbject or pr011ide sane service with ~ exch.an:je value 

which will yield sane sort of in::cme. 6 
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In the new ghettos infonnal ecananic activity was to continue, but under reduced 

circunstances. Unpicked · f ran the urban fabric, pushed out of walJdn:1 distance 

fran the inner city am the wealthy suburbs, and. sealed off in single-class 

township;, the poor fa.ind thenselves with ndxrly to sell their labour or 

products to rut the poor. Arrl in times of hardship the latter concentrated on 

the bare essentials. 

It is here that we see the almost irnperc~tible slip fran danestic prcduction 

and services into what is defined as cr.irne. And in the crisis of reprcrluction 

in the housinj estates it is always the youths who are hit harde5t. '!hey are 

weaker.i:tiysically, have less jcb experience, are less docile and have easier 

access to support within a gang. In a survey of juvenile off errlers in Cape '!Gm, 

81 percent were ccxwicted for crimes against property - roostly petty theft -

while the total number of property crimes in the city was a :rrn.ich lCMer 54 percent. 

Seventy percent of the youths had no previous convictions and 90 percent of the 

offerrlers were roys. 7 Policemen on the Cape Flats estimate that 80 percent of 

all crjmes in the area are carmi tted by youths und.er the age of 18. 8 During 1981 

property crime in Cape 'ItMn was made up of theft (68 percent} , housebreaking (22 

percent) and rd::lbery (10 percent}. 9 '!he root cause of all these offences can 

generally be traced back to simple material need. 

Youths fran i;oor families on the Cape Flats are therefore caught in a pincer 

between their decreasing aC'Cess to incx::me OPfOrtunities and tough penal laws. 

Arxl these laws bear down heavily on 'inf ornal' ghetto incare. Irrleed South Africa's 

priscns are fille:i mainly with i;oor people and. political dissident:S. 

In Cape To.om gang activity takes three fauns: illegal services (drug sales, 

shebeens), property crime (robbery, theft, housebreaking and to a certain extent 

'protection' } arrl violence (assault, rape, nu.u:tler) • The first two are by far 

the nost prevalent, the last being nore of a spin-off of property crime and 

services. 
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'lhe first chapter rutlinerl the services providerl by gangs, both as the 

prOV'ision of illicit camo:lities arrl the sale of labrur (ashit-rren and a 

i:x>lice farce). '!he law with regard to illegal services is, on the face of it, 

curious. '!he sale of dagga arx:1 mandrax carries heavy penal ties, yet the sale 

of td:>acco, liquor arrl 'merlical' drugs carries none. Prostitution is 

p.mishable, b.Jt marrying a man for his IOCll'ley or bestCMing favrurs free of 

charge is. not. '!he sale of liquor fran a shebeen is illegal, yet the 

difference be~ it arx:1 a bottle store or hotel is the possession of a 

piece of paper bearing a stamp of authority. A licenced baker may produce 

arrl sell brea:i, yet a hrusewife may not. 'lhe defence of these ccntradictions 

is usually the argument that the la]al transaction takes place urrler more 

sani~ conditions. But an closer inspection it can be seen that such laws 

are the weap:ln lt.bich rronq:oly capital uses in an attempt to-st.al:tl> out canpetition fran 

the infonnal sector. '!hey simply serve to drive such activity urrlergramd. 

Property Crime 

Property crime is rather more canplex, and a useful distinction between it arrl 

illegal services is made by Orris Birkbeck in his VJOrk an cali, Colanbia: 

Property crime (he says) is not a free ex:chaD3'e of :mcney for a 

CCIIlllCdity or service~ but a forced appropriation of gocds or 

money fran the victim with no recx:rnpense by the criminal. 'lhe 

relaticn is not gOV'ernerl by supply and danand, but by the 

ability of the victim to protect himself against such crime, 

am the ability of the criminal to OV'ercane this. 10 

Property crline, like violent crime, has a victim. It is not norally justifiable 

whether it is carrierl rut by the rich or the poor. But in the ghettos it Illlst 

be urrlerstocrl in the cantex:t within which it arises. It is generally carried 

rut !?1_ the poor~ the poor, arrl through it very few escape their p:werty. Property 

crime in the new single-class ghettos tends to generate arrl maintain p:werty. 
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.Another factor acting against a high incane fran hustling am hitting is that 

these activities do not represent undifferentiated incx:me opt:ortunities~ they 

do not necessarily represent an opportunity structure which people can enter 

at the bottan arrl move up the scale of accumulated cr:iminal earn.in3s. In this 

sense crime has much in caran:>n with le;Jitimate econOnic activity under capitalisn: 

what yai get oot of it deperds on what you invest. 

A i:x>lice officer in the Grassy Park hoosing estate described these class 

distinctions of the crime world like this: 

'lhe gang leaders they are well off - like Robbie, he has a new 

Datsun and a bakkie. Yoo see the older men are organised ..-.and 

the lighties take the rap. M:>st crime is done by juveniles .... 

kids under 18. 'lhey 're often working for sanebady. But they' 11 

never say they are or they' 11 get smashed up. Most of these 

young guys are not rich. '!hey only have their clothes they are 

wearing. . . and they wear than for three weeks! All they want 

is their broek, baadjie, 'n bietjie kos en 'n plek an te slaap 

(trcusers, jacket, a bit of focd and a place to sleep). 'lhey're 

mostly fran pJOr families. 'lhey'll sleep twelve in an old 

rrotorcar with one blanket, all cuddled up tCXJether - and they 

never get sick even in winter sanehow. '!heir parents are 

always OSNa.Y at work or they're drinking all the time and they 

fight. 'lhen the lightie thinks he can't stay there anymore arrl 

out he goes. And there' s only the gang for h:im. You don't get 

rich bein3' a skollie. But the main guys'· the big ooes ••• well 

that's different. 11 

.An imp::>rtant distin:::tion therefore exists between those who break the law to 

add to what they have, and those who break it simply in order to live. Birkbeck 

seeks to understand this by locating property crime within the broader capitalist 

social relations. Cr:ime an:l delinquency, he says, cannot be explained simply 

in tenns of :EXJVerty, because it is distributed thralghout the social fcmnation • 

. (Irrleed, in tenns of rnagnitule, hustlin3' pales into insignificance in the face of 

the crimes of the rich and pov.erful). • 
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Within workin:J class areas, h~er, it can be seen to contain three elanents: 

First, there is an overriding preoccupation with being successful 

and attai.ni.n3' the .'good life': cr:irne is inextricably ba.md up with 

the eternal question of wlel and hCJN one will escape p::werty. 

Secarl, the roa:i to the better life is defined in in:iividual arrl 

personal tenns: arrival is adti.eved through one's CMI1 efforts 

arrl no one else's... (And thirdly) crime anbcxlies the essential 

elanents necessary far the achievenent of status. It is a means 

for achieving a universally defined, universally desired, end ••• 

~ch crime also implies violence, arrl violence too caiman:Js 
12 respect. 

Like nost 'infonnal' econcmic activity in District S:Uc, P!g?::l:~ crime on the 

Cape Flats is governed, in the last instance, by capitalist relations, for all 

· that it a.i;pears in a sanewhat refracted fonn. Status is dependent an individual 

material success and J?CMer: an::1 what cannot be achieverl in fact may be attained. 

through the manip.ilation of the symbols of that success (as will be shCMI1 

presently) • The desire for personal success arrl status is incorp:>rated into 

the gang in a canplex and often inverse way arrl is rrostly given life only 

vacarirusly thro..igh the media arrl bragging. Often these preocciJpations oorrcxle 

the very goals gang rnanbers may hold before then. If individualisn and distrust 

of others are seen as characteristics for 'getting oo' in life, these attitudes 

act against the co-operaticn necessary to p..111 off a prof it.able crime ootside 

the ta-msh:i.p. 'Ihese antagonisms are held in che:::k within the gang by a strong 

leader or sheer :necessity to stay alive. a.it gangs often break up over suspe::ted 

intentions or unequal distribution of gains. 

In the first rronths of 19821 far e.xaI\l)le, the Born Free Kids gang in Laverrler Hill 

split CNer profits fran drug sales. 'lbe two factions, one lerl by Kaffirtjie 

Des (agerl 48) arrl the other by a man called CrCM, were involverl in a shooting 

war in the tCMnship v.hich lasterl for three weeks of almost continuoos fighting. 

A o:mnon occurrence on the cape Flats, too, are raids by a gang on drug merchants, .. . 

shebeens arrl the hcroos of hoosebreakers knCMn to have made big hauls, all people 
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involved in similar activities to the gCU'J3'. It is the rare exception, rather 

than the rule, to find poor people who are involved in property crime organising 

and disciplining themselves in such a way as to gradually increase their scale 

of operation ••• investilq the procea:ls of one crime in the plann.i.n; arrl execution 

of a further and more ambitious project. 'lllere is a general lack of organisation 

for striking at rrore lucrative targets. '!bus the poor becane the ready victims. 

For this reason property crime arrong the poor is generally not a means to lasting 

ui;ward socio-ecananic nd:>ility. However it is the most prevalent, oonstituting 

55 percent of all reported crime in Cape Ta.-n1 during 19~1. 13 

Violent Crime 

M:>re than any thing else it is the fear of violence that patrols the barrier 

between rich and poor in Cape 'l'cMn, and this is not unjustified. Within a 

pop.llation of 1. 5 million there. were 7 64 reported rrurders in 1981. • • one every 

11 hrurs. 14 
By way of canparisan, the murder rate per 100 CXX> people in Britain 

dui:'in;J 1979 was one, in West Germany 5.8, in the United States 9.7 and j_n Cape 

Ta.-n1 24. 15 M:>re than 18 CXX> cr.irres of violence were reported in the city during 

1981, the ambulance service transported 22 800 assault victims. 16 ·Frur rapes 

a day were reported arrl nearly 6 CXX> people were robberl. 17 Bymid-1982 the h~ad 

of Criminal Irwestigations in Cape Ta-ln was describing the increase in annerl 

ro1::bery as 'alarming' (Cape TirrleS 16. 8.82). On the basis of such figures there 

were innumerable reports and letters in the Press callin;J for nore police 

protection to ccntrol the 'crime wave' • Arrl all areas among the ten with the 

highest levels of violence in 1980 were on the Cape Flats. 18 
On the other side 

of the colrur line, ~ average of one white person in_ three owns a fireann. 

~er we rrust not be blirrled by statistics. Quite apart fran the fact that (at 

the best of times) they are very narrCM representations of reaiity and often simply 

biaserl, presented in this way they terrl to isolate ghetto violence as a distinct 

category of reality, a i;:henanenon unattached to any sodal matrix. 
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Gangs are a prcduct of a social system, dlildren of urban racial capitalism in 

a pericd of recession. One can go further and say that they are a parcxiy of 

·this systan - a State within a State and a fairly faithful reflection of the rules 

of gO\Ternment employed by their rivals and canpetitors, whether it be the police 

or capitalist enterprise. It·is because of this that although the gangs are no 

match for State pc:Mer, alth:>ugh the pc:Mer of the latter is never in doubt, they 

becane its carpetitors for 'law and order' -. they question the State'·s monopoly 

cm violence. It is this violence· which in the official mirrl fonns the bridge 

between 'crime' and 'threats to State security: and gives rise to the furrling 

of stu:lies such as this one. 

'Ihe State (says Enzenberger) loves to claim that its "fourrlations" . . 

are errlangered. Arrl it does not take a holdup nurder to "shake" 

than - a simple pickpocket or the writing of an article can be 

quite sufficient. Hov.iever, what seems to irritate mcdern 

legislators more than anything else is "resistance to the pc:Mer 

of the State". Whenever this crime is mentionerl, the text gladly 

abarrlons its anachronistic equanimity. Foam begins to fonn at the 

guardians' rrouths, the harmless get-together becanes a "conspiracy", 

the trespasser a delinquent ••• 19 

The State, which holds a rronopoly of le:Jit:imate violence, understarrlably terrls to 

see arrJ challenge to this rronopoly as treasonable. (F.ach condemia.tion of another 

constitutes an acquittal of oneself.) After reading the headlines one "W:JU.ld be 

excused for thinking that a simple nru.rder interests us more than a war, and that 

a sharp knife was a mare terrible weapon than a nuclear banb. 

It 'WO.lld be a p::ior account, h<Mever, which viewed t~ gangs only a.$ a response 

to poverty or the search for wealth. 'Ibey are clearly much more than that. In 

perhai:s the most thorrugh empirical stu:iy done on ganjs - in Olicago in 1927 ~­

'Ihrasher suggested that the gang represents 'the spontaneous effort of boys to 

create a society for themselves where none adequate to.their need exists'.X> 
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Disaissing the roots of gangin;J, 'lhrasher's cbservations have a familiar ring 

abrut than: 

'lhe failure of the nonnally directing and controlling custans 

an:l institutions to function efficiently in the boy's experience 

is indicated by disintegration of family life, inefficiency of 

schools, fonnalism and externality of religion, corruption arrl 

indifference in local politics, low wages and m::motcny in 

occupational activities, unanployment, and lack of opportunity 

for wholesane recreation. All these factors enter into the 

picture of the rroral and econanic frontier, am., coupled with 

deterioraticn in housing, sanitation, am. other conditions of 

life in the slum, give the jmpression of general disorganisation 

and decay. 

The gang functions with reference to these corrlitions in two 

W?YS: It offers a substitute for what society fails to give; 

arrl it prOV'i.des a relief fran suppression arrl distasteful behavior. 

It fills a gap and affords an escape. • • 'Ihus the gang, itself 

a natural arrl sp::ntanecus type of organisation arising through 

conflict, is a symptan of disorganisation in the larger social 

framewark. 21 

'Jhe adolescent gang, says 'Ihrasher, occupies a period in the life of a boy 'between 

childhocrl, when he is usually incorporated in a family structure, arrl marriage, 

\ttien he is re-incorporata:l into a family and the orderly relations ·of work'. It 

is his i;sa.rlo-kin. rfru.s groop becanes imp:>rtant at a time of 'cultural 

disarganisaticn', a developnent likely to have been taking place in Chicago at 

the time of 'Ihrasher's study (between 1900 and 1930 the city's ?JP.llation increased 

by 5CX> <XX>, causing overcro,.,iding arrl family atanization). 

W:lrking on the East nil of Iarlon in the rnid-1970s, Phil Cohen was to reflect san~ 

of ~·s ci>servatiCl'lS aba.It the effects of this disorganisation arrl the need 

of youths to f.i.rrl a symbJlic substitute for their lost cultural_ base. 

It sean.s to rre (says Cohen) that the latent function of subculture 

is this: to ex:press artl resolve, ·albeit "magically", the 
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contradictions which renain hidden·or·unresolve::l in the parent 

culture. 'Ihe succession of subcultures which this parent culture 

generated can thus all be ccnsidered so many variations on a 

central thane - the contradiction, at an ideological level, between 

traditional working-class :i;uritanism arrl the ne.-1 hedonism of 

c~ion: at an eccnanic level, between a future as part of the 

socially nobile elite or as part of the nsv lumpen proletariat. 

(Yooth subcultures) all represent, in their different ways, ~ 

attarpt to retrieve.sane of the socially cohesive elements destrC?.Ye;l 

in their pa.rent culture, arrl to canbine these with elements selected 

fran other class fractions, syrrbolizing one or other of the options 

canf ting .t22 ran 1 • 

We cannot, therefore, understarrl a youth subculture wi~t understarrling its 

pa.rent culture because of the way in which this parent culture's prd:>lans are 

'lived' by the yooths. Cohen found, for example, that the IDrrlon gangs were not 

only bcund together by collective behaviour or need, but nore particularly by 

territoriality. It was by staking out a geographical area that a gang became 

'anchored in the collective reality of its m~s' and rooted in the ccmnunity. 23 

'lhis was, he suggests, a 'rragical' way of expressing territorial ownership lost 

by the relocated pa.rent culture; a way of retrieving the solidarities of the 

traditional neighbourhocrl destroyed by urban redevelopnent. '!his birrli.ng of a 

subculture to its parent culture is sketched by Clarke et al in their study of 

British street youth: 

.r.Bnbers of a sub-culture may walk, talk, act, look 'different'· 

fran their p:irents and fran sane of their peers: rut they belor~ 

to the sane families, go to the same scnools, work at nuch the 

same jobs, live down the same 'me:m streets' as their peers arxi 
' 

parents. In ~in crucial respects, they share the same p:::>Sition 

(vis-a-vis the daninant culture), the same fundamental arxi 

determin.i.n; life-exi;:eriences as the 'p:irent' culture fran which 

they derive. 'Ihrough dress, activities, leisure p.rrsuits an:::1 

life-style, they may project a different cultural resp::mse or 

'solution' to the prcblems p::>sed for than by their material and 
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social class position and e>eperiences. But the merbership of a 

sub-culture cannot protect than fran the determining matrix of 

e>eperiences a.rd conditions which shape the life of their class 

as a whole. 'Ibey experience and resµ:md to the same basic 

· I?Fablanatic as other manbers of their class who are not so 

differentiaterl and distincti\re in a 'sub-cultural' sense. 

Especially in relation to the daninant culture, their S\Jb.. 

ailture ranains like other elements in their class culture 

- subordinate and subordinated. 24 

'.Ihese youths are socialised into a class identity and position primarily thrrugh 

the family a.rd the neighbourhocrl. However this socialisation is not a simple 

rubber-stamp process. It is cantradicto:ryi . . ll) It is at the weak points in 

the chain of socialisation - at the points between the family/school nexus and the 

. "WOrk process - that the subculture differentiates itself. · (2} Workin~ class 

subcultures are not simply a transcription of the contradictions of the parent 

culture at a micro-social level. 'Ibey are rather a canpranise solution to two 

contradictory needs: the nea:l to express autonany fran their parent culture, and 

the nee:i to maintain the security of ego defences which are SUJ:?l?2Lted by this 

parent culture. (3) Youth s.tl:;groups do not merely exist in the 

individual's bio::Jraphical space between family and ~rk, they are also ideologically 
. . . . .. ... ... . .. 25 

located in the intersection between the parent culture arrl the daninant culture. 

'lbe interface can be fc:mrl m:::st forcefully in schools an:l other State institutions. 

But for gang manbers with little school experience (my survey shc:Med 55 percent 

had not gone beyond. Starrl?Utl 2) a major source of ruling class ideology canes 

through the media. A booklet prcrluced after the shootings and arscn in Elsies 

River in June 1980 at the height of a school's boycott made this clear: 

••• nobcx1y in the ghetto (or elsewhere) is actually uneducated. 

People pick up education where they find it, and we must not 

think of 'education' as being only what happ:ms in a classrcx:rn 

or in a book. Children are being educaterl right where they are, 

in the streets, in a society where great poverty an:l great riches 

can be seen side by side. 
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'llley are taught by advertisanents, pictures arrl trifS to the big 

city shOl;S hew they shOuld live v.hen they are rich. '!he 

advertisanents tell them: Wien you are rich you are beautiful, 

and often 'white' as well. 

'llley are taught that privil03'e an:1 pcwer cane when you have 

:rooney. 

'llley are taught by prison experience (either directly or fran 

friends or older brothers) that yoo've got to have a strong garq 

to g~t power am :rooney, privi103'e am protection. 

'Ibey are taught by the maila (biosoope an:1 'IV) that the way to 

get noney, or to deferrl what you've got, is with violence am 
weapons. In Elsies River during June this year, the month of 

unrest, about 60 different rrovies were shewn. 'Ibis is a list of 

the type and nurrber of movies that were on at the tw:> big cinanas 

nearest the areas of unrest during June: 

63% :involving scenes of violence, killing arrl death 

8,6% - horror movies 

4,3% - movies involving disaster and scenes of dest.ruction 

6,5% ~ anti-hero rrovies where the 'bad' guy is the hero or where 

the hero canes off v..orst 

10,8% - ranance 

8,6% - Ccrne:iy 

.r-bre than 800 people SCM a movie in Elsies River every day exce~ 

Surrlays. Abo.lt 20 (XX) tickets were sold at the 4 cinanas in Elsies 

River during the m:::nth. 26 

'Ihe importance of the cinema to gang marbers can be seen in this quote fran the 

owner of the biggest cine:na in Elsies River: 

Wnen they cane to the Panorama, they' re like angels. What they 

do after they've left the Panorama ••• they could be the worst 

devils on earth. But when they cane to the Panorama ••• the 

worst skollie is in the ParXJrama but you can hear a pin drop. 

'llley respect us. ~·re giving than entertainnent so they've 

got to like us. When I see sanoone doing sanething wron:J they 

hide their face and they run .•. because they knew if I see 

their face I'll stop than caning to the Panorama, and that's 
their worla. 27 • 

.. 
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(4). )Youth gangs are constantly in 

opp:>sition· to other peer 'JrOO?S. 'Ihey fight for territory, control of markets, 

to strengthen their a,.m gang or to avenge an 'insult'. 

It can be seen therefore that any strategy worked out by a gan:J will stand in 

canplex relation to that of other peers, to 'adult' strategies arrl solutions, 

a.-rl to the daninant' culture with its repertoire of control. One ca.noot therefore 

simply 'read off' subcultural attitlrles fran the fonn or intentions of the media 

or of State institutions. Heganony can never wholly absorb the -working class 

into the daninant order. Like the defensive city, ruling ideolonr is full of 

holes. Rather like birds building a nest, gangs will tend to borraN 'bits' of 

attitude and material fran their entire cultural envirorment to construct a 

whole expression of group position. 

COhen identifies foor basic farms which this expression takes: dress, music, argot 

and ritual. 'lhese make up a visible style. In an article on class consciousness, 

Graham Murdock arrl Robin M:Cron agree that subcultural styles are made up of an 

amalgam of elements drawn fran both sides of the cultural boun:iary: the "situatei" 

class cultures arba:ldei in the family and the local neighbcurhcxxl, an:1 

the rnerliated symbol systens sponsirei by the youth-orientatei se:tors of the 

entertaimlent irrlustcy. 'Ihese elements are the prcrluct of a a.mulative process 

of selection arrl transformation throogh which available d:>jects, symlx>ls arrl 

activities are raroverl fran their normal context, stripped of sane or all of 

their conventional connotations and r~rka:l by rnanbers of the groop into a DEM 

arrl coherent whole with its CMl"l special significance.
28 

On the Cape Flats gan;J style is easy to recc:qniSe - arrl it is often essential to 

do this in order to avoid trouble. In the 1950s Oscar Wollheim was able to identify 

gang members by their dress: 

In nost gfil'Bs the sane traits are to be d:>serverl; a m:xle of dress 

easily identi£iable as different fran the usual fonn .•• {they} 

usually wear caps back to frcnt, or with peaks tumerl up sideNays; 
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these caps a.re usually stuffed with folded newspaper so that the 

sides sta.rrl oot and away fran·the head, givin::J protection if 

struck; they may also wear sane or other unusual farm of headgear 

and often have a piece of cloth or "doek" tied round the head 

urrlerneath the headgear but shCMin::J at the bottan; the trousers 

a.re usually ''half-mast" (knCMn as 'ho~ls' or refonnatC%}' pants), 

and their jackets, shirts or belts display arblans of various 

kinds. '!he particular style of dress and methcd of fixing the 

anblan of ten denote the particular gang or group or district 

to which they belong. 29 

fure recently, gang dress incltrles a 'tiger' jacket (a standard lumber-jacket 

turned inside oot shcMing the tartan lining and a 'Tiger' trade label), 'hang-qat' 

(baggy seated) trousers, a cloth cap and 'tackies' (tennis shoes) laced in an 

elaborate -weave. An identifiable musical preference was until recently the 

traditional 'rro:ppies' arrl 'liedjies' of the Coon carnival, rut this has given way 

to 'disco' music of little depth and with an unmistakable beat. '!he argot of the 

gangs is 'gantaal', a fast-sfX>ken mixture of Afrikaans, English and Xhosa with 

innumerable variations in different areas. 

'!he predaninant subcultural ritual since the rnid-19705 has been the sm::>kinJ of 

'white pipe'. 'Ihis usually happens in the gang 'place' - backyard or a shebeen. 

While one rnarber 'cleans' the dagga, rerrovin;J the see:ls and sticks, another folds 

the mandrax 'b.lttons' into brONn paper and :pilverises than with the neck of a 

bottle. '1his 'bottle neck' is severerl by heati.n; the bottle around its 

circumference and then spittin;J onto the fingers and tooching the heated parts. 

'!he bottle splits with a sharp 'ting'. '!he dagga and the rrandrax are then mixerl, 

while the brONn paper is rolle:l to form a filter at the narrCMest part of the 

'neck'. '!he mixture is then pa.Jretl into the rrouth of the neck arrl lit fran a 

dalble match. Wi.o is to 'bust' the pipe (srroke first} is determined by unsp:>ken 
• 

agreanent. If there is an 'ootsider' he will be given the honoor. 
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·Otherwise it will be the leader, unless he· wishes to express magnanimity to a 

gang rnanber. The pipe is passed in a circle, usually fran left to right, each 

nenber taking a huge draft and haOOing it on. A gang can smoke up to thirty of 

these pipes a day. 

'lhrol..J:Jh rituals, dress, language and territory gangs are therefore attempti.DJ both 

a material and an ideological solution to the circunstances in which they fird 

thansel ves·. We nust nCM enquire what effect this may have on the developnent of 

wider social relations in the city. 

Brotherhocds and the_ Class Struggle 

A brief acquaintance with street gangs may impress one with their p::>tential for 

resistance to the forces W"lic:h cc:nstrain than. They are organised and have 

access to fireann.s, including shotguns and the occasic:nal Russian AK47. When I 

put this question to a senior p::>licemm he was dismissive: 

Political? Perhap; they'll join a riot. But there's nothing 

p::>litical in than - they only work for m::>ney. Also if its a 

p::>litical th.:in3' then the police are the canplainant. If they 

hit saneone in the street then he's the canplainant. 'Ihey can 

go to him arrl say: I If yoo canplain WE! I 11 rugger you up. I But 

they can't do that to me. 

'Ihe only way yru get these guys is yoo' 11 have to pay. I can't 

see a political groop getting central of a gan;J. Even a guerilla 

fran outside - he'd be canpetition - they'd cut his throat. He's 

not going to last - he's not one of than. And there's no se:::recy 
. 30 

in the gan;J. 'lhey just want fun and booze and dagga. 

With this analysis Eric Hobsbav.m \IOlld agree, placing as he does the weight of the 

historical class struggle up::m organised labour: 

as a cx:inscioos social novanent arrl especially a lal:our novanent 

developes, the role of 'criminal' forms of social protest 

diminishes; except, of course, insofar as they involve 'fx:>litical 

cri.Ire' •.• For the historian of labcur m:JVanents, the stu:ly of 
• 

'social criminality' is imfx:lrtant durin:J the prehistoric and 
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fonnative periods of the IOOVanellts of the labc:uring pcx>r, in 

pre-industrial countries, arrl possibly during periods of 

great social effervescence, J::ut otherwise he will be only 

narginally cmcemed with it. 31 

Elsewhere he has argued that: 

'lhe umerwarld (as its nane implies) is an anti-society, which 

exists by reversing the values of the •straight• w:>r ld ..... it is, 

in its own fhrase, 'bent' - b..lt it is otherwise parasitic on it. 

A revolutionary w:>rld is a 'straight' world... 'lhe umerworld 

enters the history of revolutions only insofar as the classes 

dangereuses are mixa:i up with the ·classes laborieu.ses, mainly 

in certain quarters of the city, and because rebels and 

insurgents are often treated by the authorities as criminals 

arrl rutlaws; but in principle the distinction is clear. 32 

Deviants and criminals are seen here as a classic lump::npi:;oletariat, as colourful 

actors without a historical mission, in line with Marx's well-known passage frcm 

the Eighteenth Brumaire on the 1851 Paris crisis: 

.Alongside de::::ayed rrues with dubirus means of subsistence and of 

dubicus origins, alcngside ruined arrl adventurous off-shoots of the 

ba.irgeoisie, were vagal:x:inds, disdlarged soldiers, discharged jail­

birds, escap:d galley slaves, swindlers, rrountebanks, lazzaroni, 
pickpockets, tricksters, garrblers, maquereaus, brothel-keepers, 

p:rrters, literati, organ-gl:-in:lers, ragpickers, kni£e gr.irrlers, 

tinkers, beggars - in short, the whole irrlefinite, disintegrated 

mass 1:hra¥n hither arrl thither, which the French tenn·1a bohene. 33 

Marx considered this class to be unreliable, bri.bable and reactionary, living 

parasitically off the working class arrl ready to sell its services to the highest 

bidder. 

a.it there are prcblems with these fo:r:mulations because, to quote Hall et al, 'it 

is open to question whether a class stratum with this pre::::ise social o:mp::>sition 

could so easily be identified mrler the conditions of nonoi:oly capitalism'. 34 
• 
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In his more mature work, Marx was to develop 1:he ooncept of a '·relative surplus 

p:>J;Ulation' - workers thr~ off the land and oot of ati>loyment by the developnent 

of capitalist prcx:luction. 35 
'Ihis conceptualises xrore clearly the relationship 

between the unemployed and the productive or waged sectors of the v.iorkinJ class. 

In a country with sane 3 million unemployed, it can be seen that the search -for 

a job be=anes a war of skilled against unskilled, e>q:e.rienca:l against unexperien:a:l 

and worker against worker. . As I suggested earlier, it is the youth who lose out 

on cil.l coonts - they are workers who never get near a factory or a construction 

site, making oot by the only means possible ..,. ~.I crime. But if this ccnnection to 

labour is tenable if the street yooths are not irretrievably cut loose fran the 

\11,lOrking class, then their relationship to the struggles of that class (hCMever 

tenuous) is not an unimportant one. One can only spa::ulate aboot the p::>ssihilities 

'of their increasing p::>litical awareness and the consequences. Several factors 
, 

are \11,lOrth rrentioning here. 

On the cape Flats I fo..md very little professional criminal intent arron:J young gang 

members. Rather they were 'making oot until sanething turned up', cµ-rl were aIBIY 

at their lack of chaoces in life. Often acts of theft or violence were a mixture 

of necessity and an expression of defiance in the face of the 'boere' or 'witey', 

even althcugh they were also often subversive of any worker struggle against 

eKploitatioo. Few cap: Flats yooths consciously c.~ose crime. Rather they 

drifted or were :pl.Shed into it as one of the few rana.ining strategies for survival 

open to than. Fran this inevitability they developed a mixture of resignation 

and an:Jer and a reservoir of charged feelings arout racism. 'lhis was fuelled 

by the geogratillcal h:m::qeneity of the tc:Mnships,· the rrono-class housing estates 

that reinforce:l the collective hurt and anger. 

Into this situation were ploughed the sclx>ol leavers unable to ccmplete their 

education, or unable to firrl a job when they did. A Bonteheuwel gang, the Hobos, 

were almost entirely canprised of yooths who left schclQl during the 1980 school 

boycotts. 
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'!he name of another large garq in Hanover Park, the Genuine School Boys, irrlicates 

a link to better educated yruths. Many of the 'school' yruths carried into the 

gangs a strong sense of social injustice and the inequalities of racial 

capitalism. Arrl this racial awareness was not necessarily negative. Hall et ·al 

suggest that race can be: 

the principal nmality in which the black manbers of that class 

'live', experience, make sense of and thus cane to consciousness 

of their structural subordination. It is thra.igh the rroda.lity of 

race that blacks canpreherxl, harxlle and then be;in to resist the 

exploitation which is an objective feature of their class situation. 

Race is therefore not cnly an element of the 'structures' , it is a 

key elanent in the class struggle - and thus the cultures "'"-of 

black 1abaJr... It is in the modality of race that those whan the 

structures systanatically exploit, exclude arx1 subordinate discover 

themselves as an exploited, excluded arrl subordinated class. 36 

Crime is not a tx=>litical strate;y: It is simply a rip-off. But the anger,of the 

urban sub-proletariat is sanething still be be reckoned with. In a relatively 

stable (albeit oppressive) urban environment it can be held in check by spatial 

insulaticn, by playing gan::;s off against each other, or by unexpected swamp tx=>licing. 

But if the class struggle in the cities sharpens, if ·control starts sliH?in:J fran 

the hands of the State, its anybody's guess which way the gangs will rnuue. · 

However, with their history, their prison experience, their overcro.vded living 

conditions and their poverty, it is unlikely that they will fill the role of the 

classic J.ump:nproletariat in the pay of the highest bidder. '!his caveat shool.d 

alert progressive organisaticns not to abandon street kids to the possibility of 

pennanent criminilisation. On this score Imich work still needs to be done, both 

at the level of organisation arx1 consciousness. 

• 
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APPENDIX A 

Athlone: CaT_:'e Town Sc()r~ion'3 (C':'$) , :Sorn Free kits (3Fl:) , 

Cisco Yakis, Junior Ciscc ".."~~:.:.s, B.B. 3cys, l~oll 3oys. 

ne 1 ville: CT$, ··on'0're Js ( ••r:t:) "'."lu~~i""'S ..... ' - -- - . 
Bisho!) La~.75.s: CT$, P;;"Y., !'('~, 3li.n~:: Dine:- Kyl:crs (PDX$), 

·~ystery !<iC.s, Flc>:rir..r:l'J ~ac"~ (?L;), Baba Kic1s, Haughty 307s, 

'2osbere, Cisco ~~akis, Sad· Stro:e": :.::ids, Klaue Kies, Per.c:t Pi::-es, 

Panor2.~a !<ids (PI<$) 1 .. ariatZls, r:ee!<end S:_Jcilers (WE$), 

~estorarna :Kies. 

-
3o-I~aa:r::-: "G$, Garhlir·rr ~0~/S, J'..:n~·ie Funl:i es, Fc.ncy 3oys, 

Eoll Boys, Jesters (J-!-\$), Ger..::ine School Boys (G$B), Bun 

"Soys, Uru Celts. 

c:'P.vent7 Sevens, Sex:• YoU-'1<"'.' .Jri_e3, St:x:: ~·-ild 0ne'3, Sexy Eo7s, 

Fc>ncy Eoys. 

Clcire:::nont: Doolins, Sex•• -::::r.:'s, Last F0rn !'ics {LBK$). 

Cons.f:.ci.ntia: I'r'I<, CT$,",'"'<:;, r.!""7~i8s, St2.l.?<: SP.vcnteen, 

Bis '-10.r:' s • 

nie~ ~iver: CT$, BF~, ,.,..~ 

. . ·! , ~~?.:!.lai:: ~eve:i.teen, ~·afi:ls. 

Elsies ~iver: CT$, RFS, 

'.,"aun...,t:•1 c~t- ("TC:1>) "Tice 'T'i .... .,,. ·'·~ir"s ('·"1T~) n::~ • 0 str>r'"' ·•- .:.1-"- c. ':J ..• , r .... _ _ __ ; .. _ ··-·. . ,\. I ···"r'I l.,,.;._ - .JI 

Jacr:sons, Flu~fies, roi.:n ~\J.h:::-:-3, Ju~ic:r- 13rc::-r-.erc;, ':'er!:"P<'..e 

~??TT\ Sta2nerc:-, :~ou:~v:" c:1R!'."';Prs, :: ix ·!,"l~<:'nC! Kic1 s {S"'.q I Bad: 

~treet ~jds (~$~), ~~e~en~ S~riler~, "~vil Ki~s, Vi~r~n 
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Breakers, '7•7eed '9oys, r-obsters, on.t'). 

Factreton: CT$, BFK, HL$, TerriDle J0sters, Tr.tkoez?. Kids, 

;·~ender 13oys, ~T!<$. 

Hanover Park: CT$, }~<;$, G$B, Three :Sobs, ~·uitures, Holl Boys, 

~exy Bc~rs, Caszay Boys, r-i~si.es, Eout}~a.,~ers, ?ancy 3c:rs, 

Laughi.nq ~O~!s (!..:!3$) , Dingle :\ ~ c~s, Ter.ln us :{ic.s. 

T~ra~i-:o::'ltein: CT$ B::'K·, ~$:3, ;.toute .. outer~, i3os~i::!io:e, '.'.cbaci.ni:rs, 

T?..m.~t~_e ~ics, Sex:r Bc:1s, !-!obos, Sex:' JacJ.-sons, Fcinc:r Boys, 

Pa~cll~.vin<;~, Fh?..ntom ~:!.r.:'\tes. 

Lorr.··e' =; '13uc:;h: CT$, Br:~, ·T:;, E'.taJ..2i; 17, ~'0::la~. 

··<'.~"'<;'=? ..... __ : C"'-~_. 1 P.77
1 

.. n .... :\i1_.l~ ...... r:;
1 

·•,,.e;~~ -:-1-"io ~•s "."'"i'ri:--c· - - - c;. - • r. • I '·'·I.. ~ .J . I . -· -

( r.c~') c~o,,te ' 0 "'t1+-er ... '"e•·r ·•,,,,·1~ T(""-t.::..,..e L 0 t}..,.•-- !"i-"s ,..ch'"'c1 \.., .\ I -·- """' _ '-' _ _ ;"\ 1 , .r. -r '-" _.;i ~----1 ·- ~.c:.J C. -" \... I .:> .:. .. ·J.,_ 

~o:·!" I ··~fi?.S ,St2.Jali' 17 I z.--. ..... r.::.1:s, 7'e:-:·: :'.'ct:n:. 0rcs I !:vil Youn: 

~ast2~f3 (E~~), P~lna~ie~s, St2ticn Yi~s, !nn~ce~t ~o~s. 

Te~rihl~ Jesters (TJ$). 

~etrecr: CT$. 

Otter·:'= ·~~r., BI'I{, .r.:i.st ~t!ns, •,•o ~1o's r.1rsies, J?.$, Park 

.K.i_ llerS I Y anr~e P:oys • 

Lover P.0~_,, (L3$), r.oi_nq Line ::ir:1 !", ?lu::i.es, ~Hee Ti!Te I~ic.s 

(:iT:~), .~>")acre KJc,s (."..~-($)I. r'i::--c ;:j llc:r:-!: err~$), ·~2u·:;'.:t~;' 
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Little ~astards (NL:3) , renuine :aoys (GB), Neekenc fi~oilers 

Cava-ila Xids, 

•·100<:1.stcck Boys (•·113$), Corner !3oys (C'.!3$)' Baa Boys• 

!'hi ll:f..T'\l: C'!.'$, BFK, Jesters, K77s, Cra."zy Kids, Pire Killers. 

~orter"'r!. J le: C'!'$, Bf'K, ··~$, Jesters. 

~etreat: CT$, BFK, Hard L!v!n~s, Sonstrale, Fluffies, Ticll 

noys, Dcol:!..ns, ~est Blenfs. 

pteF:>n'::i~rc;: CT$, ·•r.$, ~·a':ici.s, HL$, !'lu.=fi es, Cisco ~:ai, is, .._ ____ _ 
~exy J e1.cJrs0ns, Sex~' Eoys, nr.K,. Uru 'lUc'!s, Sons tr ale, ~u.f :erinc; 

':' i e rv le i_ : C':'$, BF:<, ''G~, Poly Ones, ~:-ultures, :::K$, t;$B, 

~e:<':' "Jo:rs I L'errible Joste.r.S I TJrU Ca 4:5 I 

r T t ~T,.. 'P r.T• ~ 1 .. c . ·~ . ..3 ( cc~ tfo ) B rb . ::I ( ~ .... $ ) · c?:"c<:s er: '~ .,, , _ ·.r..., .--:- ice f'l""!'ler .. 11.:s ._ .--j> , '-='-- 2.r1 .. ns _o , 

TJ Josterc;, Call '13o:_rs, Lover ~oys (LB$), Dcb~rr.?..ns, ·~'?.x5 ca~s, 
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Patrick 'Chicken' Fdwards was born in Harf ield Village and wor~ed in several 
be 

clothin;J factories before fani.Ig a street person. I met him on the corner 

· and was captured by his intelligence and sparkling wit. He was later evicted 

fran the ha.ise in which he was stayin:J (being defined a cola.ired in a \>bite 

area) , and rcoved to the cape Flats •.. 

'llle erotional irnplicatioos of the stigma that this def initicn of my frien:l 

carried for hlm was one of my early shocks in this stufy. Before I met hlm 

he had been picked up several tl.rnes by the p:.>lice for dealin:J, and had served 

ooe year in Pollsrroor Prison. \'bile I ~as doin:J this study he was convicted 

far dealirg mandrax and given a five-year prison sentence. At the manent of 

writin:J, his case is on appeal, with only a sl:im chance of success. 

Withoot Chicken's help arrl range of contacts I coold not have done this sb.:.rly. 

His insight into the problans of the poor arrl his mrlerstarxling of the dynamics 

of the city went far beyond mine. 'Ihe thought of such a person arrl others like 

him living far years .in overcr~ed prison cells is one of the most painful 

e>eperien:es that I take away fran this study. J;>risons are no place for a dog, let 

alone a hmnan being, whatever the nature of their social misdanea.no..ir! 'Ihe sooner 

they are p.tlled dCM'l the better. 

Many other peop~e helpej me to write this book, not least the people mo 

consented to my questions with patience and gocd grace. But special mention 
-

(in no -order of precedence) ItUJSt go to Mana Slabbert arrl Li.rxla Wedepchl. who 

supported me in many ways throughrut my work, Dave Kaplan Who supervised it, 

Marcelle Kcx:JY who cleared the blreaucratic mrlerbrush, Judge JJ Fagan who 

provided suFPJ,rt, data and a sense of protection, Dennis Davis and Wilfried 

Sc:::h8.rf for their ideas an:l enthusiasm, Sirron Fredericks and Pat Davids for their 

help with questionnaires, Matt Esau for his sense of prop:.>rtion, Vanessa watson 
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arrl Kathy ~ath for biscuits, tea arrl data, Ben Post for his carpiter analysis, 

Dirk van Zyl S:nit for ;eading the manuscript, Venetia IDrenzo -for not:her.ing__and typing, 

Sue Gorton far being the nicest arrl :rrost efficient librarian I Jax:M, SUe Giles 

far typing the handwritten manuscripts, 'lhea de Free for taking me aroorxl, 

Gerald Stone for his initial su:i;:p:>rt, Lt. Gert van Booyen of the South African 

Police far 1.i.nin:J up interviews with policanen ard providing· data, Bobby April 

far trusting me, Gaelen Pinrock for educating me on childhocrl, arrl my wife 

Patricia far press-clips, rap-sessions and endless suppar t ani understand.in]. 

Needless to say, none can be held responsible for the final ootcane. 

'Ihis stl.ldy was funded by the Institute of Cr:iminology, University of Cape Town, 

ani a grant fran the Human Sciences Research camcil. 
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A NOTE ON SOURCES 

from the beginning it became clear that the type of material I was looking 

for was not to be found in written sources. The urban underclass seldom 

records its passage through histo~y in retrievable form, and is depicted 

largely through the eyes of state commissions of inquiry or medical 

officers of health. A range of techniques, approaches and strategies 

was therefore necessary. The first was to survey secondary sources, 

which were rich in European and American studies and theories, but extremely 

poor on Cape Town. The second approach was to people considered to be 

knowledgeable on urban issues and community affairs, particularly older 

members. This proved extremely fruitful, and most interviews were 

recorded on tape for later transcription (a JVC KD2 portable tape deck 

was used). My trajectory was superficially random, being dictated by 

who knew whom and could vouch for my credibility (mostly I was crossing 

both race and class boundaries). But in retrospect it covered a wide 

spectrum. A third strategy was the use of surveys and questionnaires -

a useful way of covering a wide area, but a technique so filled with 

dangers of interpretation as to render it only partially usefu1. 

Altogether 243 working class mothers, 100 gang members and 85 family 

groups were interviewed. In addition the records of 514 juvenile offenders 

and 100 reformatory boys were studied. A further statistical survey was 

done on all assault victims who enter~d the Groote Schuur Hospital Trauma 

Unit between 1977 and 1979. 

from he£e a complete break was necessary if I was to connect with street-

corner youths. An initial strategy was to research (through interviews) 

the history of the legendary Globe Gang of District Six, an exercise which 

allowed me to map out the trajectory of the modern gangs, find out their 

structure and historical connexions. I then began to talk to corner 'dopP.' 
• 

.. 
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merchants, buy some 'stuff' and sit around in the local shebeen. From 

here people passed me on to other people, all of whom were incredibly 

trusting and helpful. In this way I slowly gained the confidence of 

members of defence and reformatory gangs, and later access to a large 

mafia (mainly as their photographer). 

I was, during the final stage of the research, also granted access to 

members of the police force on the Cape Flats, who added another and 

t 
very necessary dimension to ghet~o life. 

Throughout the study it was necessary to undertake theoretical excursions 

into creas which the empirical data failed to fill or which was a necessary 

framework before an empirical advance could be made. Again this seemed 

hopelessly random at the time, but in retrospect was a necessary method 

of proqress. The struggle between empirical data and theory is the most 

exhausting of struggles, but it is better done on the spot as the 

empirical problems arise and not 'before' or 'after'. My main endeavours 

.in this vein were into theoretical works on the state, urban sociology, 

planning ideology housing and deviancy. 

Invaluable assistcnce here came from the meetings of the Western Cape 

Res~arch Group at U.C.T •. 

A final mention must be made of press clippings. Throughout this study 

my wife, Patricia, cut articles on some 30 categories from several daily 

newspapers (these were later published as Criminology source books). 

The trends and press report differences that could only be plotted in this 

way formed the beginnings of an understanding of moral panics and the 

relationship between social fear and state control •• 
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In the end, though, this study was an exercise in participant observation. 

The books mentioned in the Bibliography merely filled out the spaces in 

between. The overall pattern came from the people about whom I have 

attempted to \·lrite. This is my interpretation of their story. A far 

better strategy would have been to assist them to write their own 

story, but time was not on my side. A partial attempt to do this 

was published by the U.C.T. Institute of Criminology as a 80 page 

publication called Elsies River. 

• 
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Please return to: INTERVIEW ON GANGS "-A___.__--'--....L...I J 
Institute of Criminology , UCT, 
Private Bag 
ROND£BOSCll 7700 

BACKGROUND 

S Where were yo~r p~rents born? 

1 there were you born? 
~ 

-. 

Mother 
Father 

8 Where did yoa live b2fore living here 

CT Dorp 

9 Did your mother or father live t~gether when you were young 

~o Who looked after· you most when you were young? 

Mcm D3d Grandparent 

~2 What jobs did your parent.a do? 

•~J 

l4 Was your father ever out of work? 

15 If so then f o= how long? 

Less than six 
one month months 

FAM!LY/LIVLNG SPACE 

•6 Where <lo your parents live now? 

a 
year 

Sister Brother 

Mother I 
Father 

Yes 

two five years years 

Farm 

I 
fYes 
I 

No 

Other 

J 
No 

a7 l>.~at 'jc!>s do th.cy c!o? 
•a 

~ather I =i 
~~-o-t_h_e_r_..._--------~----------~:_J 

•9 Row many brothers and sister have you? I o l 1 I 2 l 3 I 4 I s I 61 1 I s f 9+1 

I 1 I 2 13 14 I 5 I s I 7 I s 19+ 1 11?0 How many boarders are there in your home? I 0 

Ill Where do you live now? I Home friends I street I 
IR2 Describe the place you live in 

FLAT/HOUSZ 



2 

24 HOW MANY PEOPLE 

25 GENERAL AREA 

·26 Were you ever moved by Group Areas? Yes No I 

27 Do you have a job? Yes No 
. : 

28 If yes, what do you do? 

29 If yes, what do you earn a week? 

[ Less than RlO R20 R50 RlOO RSOO I 
FRIENDS 

30 Where do most of your friends live? '---~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~__. 

31 Have you known them for a long time? Yes No 

32 Do you hang around together often Yes No 

SCHOOLING: 

33 Are you at school? I Have been Have never ~een I Are there now 

,34 What standard are you in/did you reach? 

I A I B I 1 I 2 I 3 I 4 I 5 ] 6 I 7 I ·~ 1 · 9 I M I 
35 \Jhat do you think of school? 

36 Are there gangs in schools? Yes No 

37 Are they different from other gangs? Yes No 

38 What do they do? 
• 
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MEDIA/INFLUENCES 

39 Do you watch films Once a week j · more often 

40 How many day:; a week do you watch TV? \ 0 I 1 I 2 131 4 j s l 6 I 7 

41 What is your favourite film or TV progra.ume? 

42 Do you think what is shown is true? 

43 Would you like to be like the people in the 

GANG 

44 Are you a member of a gang 
(If no discontinue interview at this 
stage) 

I 
' 

I 

Yes No 

films? Yes No 

J Yes. I No I 

I 

45 Were you forced to join or did you want to join? I Forced f Want to J 

46 Have you ever been stabbed or robbed before? 

I No Stabbed { Robbed I Both 
. I 

47 How do your parents feel about you being in a gang? 

48 Have your parents ever been in a gang? Yes No 

49 What does it mean to you to be in a gang? 

50 What is your gang's name? 

51 What is its territory (describe boundaries) 

52 How many members are in your ganR? 

about -, 10 l 20 I 50 j 100 I 200 I 500 j 

53 Where in the territory do you usually meet? 

• 
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54 Is there a single leader or a group in charge? 

[ Leader I group other J 

55 Who is th~ most powerful person in your territory? 

56 Why is he powerful? 

57 Bow many of your gang's members have been in prison? 

I None I few I many au I 
58 Are you afraid of going to prison? f Yes No J 

59 What does your gang do·during: 

Week days 

60 Week nights 

61 Weekends 

62 What are the names of other gangs in your area? 

63 Whi.ch gangs are friends and which are enemies with your gang? 

Friends ----------------- - ---------
64 En~mies --------- -...-.~--------

65 Why are some friends and some enemies? 

66 Has your gang ever fought a gang war? Yes No 

67 What usually starts a war? 

68 What weapons are used? 

69 What part do you take in a fight? 

70 How does a gang war md? • 
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71 Which is the strongest gang in Cape Town? 

72 Where does it operate? 

73 Why is it strong? 

74 What does it do? 

75 Is it connected to important people? Yes No 

76 Who are these people? 

77 Do you like being in a gang · 1 Yes No 

78 Is there something else you would rather be involved in? 

church club school business politics other (specify) 

79 Why do you think there are gangs? 

80 Who are you most close to? Father' ( !!!Other l g~ng 

CONNECTIONS TO GROUPS/TRADES/PEOPLE 

Do members of your gang get money/goods 

She beens 

Shops 

Dagga Selling 

Mandrax selling 

Robbery in 

Housebreaking 

Protection 

Other people (specify) 

from Yes 

81 

82 

83 

84 

85 

86 

87 

88 

89 What does your gang do to get the money/goods? 

90 How much money do you make a week? Less than 

No 

I RS RlO R30 R50 [ RlOO I R200 R500+ 

• 

Money 

--

Goods 
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Describe the connection between your gang and 

91 Shebeen owners 

92 Shop keepers 

93 Dagga merchants 

94 Hawkers 

95 Clubs 

96 Brothel owners 

97 Gambling 

98 Businessmen 

99 Politicians 

100 What other people/groups is the gang connected to? 

101 Describe the supply and selling of 

102 Dagga 

103 Mandrax 

104 Liquor 

105 Which of these does your l':ang work with most 

Dagga Mandrax Liquor Other (specify) 

106 How big are sales of the stuff your gang deals with a month? 

Rl-10 j Rl0-50 I RS0-100 I Rl00-500 I RS00-1000 j ~Rl000-5000 l More 

107 What do you feel about people trying to form political groups 
in your territories? 

108 If you were offered a good ordinary job would you accept it 

109 Would you like to stay in the gang if you had a good job 

110 How do you feel about your girlfriend? 

111 Would you leave the gang if you got married? 

112 Would you like children of your o'Wn ? 

POLICE 

113 Do police ever try to stop a gang war? • 

114 What would happen if they tried? 

Yes No 

Yes No 

Yes No 

Yes No 

Yes I No 
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115 What do you feel about the police? 

116 What sort of activities do the police arrest you for? 

117 If you gave a policeman money or goods would he let you off? I Yes J No I 
118 Why do shebeen owners get arrested sometimes and other times they don't? 

JUSTICE 

119 If you were in court, would your friends be able to bribe the I Yes No 
magistrate or prosecutor to get you off? -· ~~~~~ 

120 If yes, how often does it happen? Often I seldom I never 

121 How much money does it cost to bribe these people? 

Less than I RlO I RlOO j R500 I RlOOO J RSOOO J 

122 If someone was a state witness against you, would your gang f Yes No 
try to stop him giving evidence? · .... _ __. __ ~ 

123 If yes, how would they do this? 

124 If you ever landed in the cells, did you feel you were locked 
up unnecessarily? 

,;-. _Y_e_s_l _N_o __ l _N_o_t_a_p_p_l_i_c_a_b_l_e___, 

125 Do you think that you have done things that could get you 
locked up if the police found out? 

126 What do you think about doekoms? 

127 How much does it cost to get one? 

Less than I R2 I R5 
1 

j RlO R2o I R5o RlOO l R500 RlOOO 

128 How successful are doekems? 

129 How many doekems are there in Cape Town? 

• 

I Yes No 
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If/ 

Hous~hold Questionnaire 

1. How long have you lived in this house? 

2. Who lives he re with you? husband 

wife 

·Qnothet) 
.• 

I 

father 

grandmother -
• grandfather 

How many: children under 16 !l...; 
children over 16 __ .._ ------·-· ~-':'··-~--~·--··-· 

uncles 

aunts 

cousins 

brothers 

sisters . 
other relations or boarders 

children of brothers, 
sisters, aunts, uncles 
or other relations 

3.0n the map which is shown to you, mark with a circle (0) the houses 

in~· which your relatives live. 

4.0n the map mark with a cross (X) the houses in which friends of 

yours live who you visit or who visit you. 

5. During the day, who looks after your children? · 
no children 

yourself 

your husband 

your mother 

your father 

your grandmother 

your grandfather 

your brother 

your sister 

your aunt/uncle/cousin 

your older children 

friends 

your neighbours 

they play in the street 

nobody mentioned above 

nobody 

-

.. 
. .. 

0 

IS 

v 



~ . 

6. How many families related to ~ou presently live in Claremont? ~ 
7. How many families related to you were moved out of Claremont by 

the Group Areas? 1.--,--, 
8. W~at do you feel about the possibility of being moved by Group Are~s? 

9. What do you think will be the biggest problem for y~u after you have 
: 

moved to.a new area on the Cape Flats? 
~ ~. . . 

,~· 

.I 

------~------~-~----~-~~ &. .... ---. 
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