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The Past Meets the
Present: Picking
the Eyes Out of
The Country
No society can surely be flourishing and happy, of which the far
greater part of the members are poor and miserable.
Adam Smith 1

Many observers have claimed that the “master narrative” of South
African history “is the violence of conquest, the violence of the
frontier wars, the violence of apartheid and of the struggle against
apartheid, the criminal violence of gangs and the ritualised violence
of the faction fights”2. But the current patterns of violence in South
Africa need to be understood against the background of local
struggles against private and government attempts to contain and
manage the aspirations and expectations of the African majority.3
Today the lack of redress in these areas accounts for much of
the black indifference to the outcomes of a new, more democratic
post 1994 political dispensation. Getting to the root of political
violence in South Africa thus requires a healthy dose of skepticism
about the apparent certainties of the master narrative. As James
Scott suggests, economic and political conjuncture often creates
desires and aspirations among otherwise marginal protagonists
that the state cannot easily cater for, or even anticipate.4
Power and violence have played an integral role in shaping the lives and expectations
of South Africa’s population for more than three centuries. Now, however, its
population is struggling to make popular elections and the drafting of new laws
and constitutions the only legitimate means of political contest. But as the recent
murder of Afrikaner Weerstandbeweging leader, Eugene Terre’Blanche, the 2003
actions and trials of Boeremag assassins and saboteurs and the sharp spike in
plaasmoorde or murders of white farmers in North-West Province between 1997
and 2003 suggest, violent forms of contest can, on occasion, assume renewed
vigour and thus reprise earlier periods of state terror and mass civil disobedience.5
In fact, many people remain confused about whether South Africa’s respective eras
of segregation and apartheid were coincidental misfortunes or deliberate instances
of social engineering. This confusion turns largely on a general misunderstanding
of how official and unofficial forms of collective violence weighed in to shore up the
previous social order.6
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…it [the law] is just like a river in full flood…you’ve got
nothing in your hand with which to stem them.7
Kas Maine circa 1984

neatly, for why else and at whose behest had the
soldiers come? Unlike the TRC’s commissioners, Mr
Makganye understood that South Africa would never
be secure as long as it ignored the aspirations of a
significant portion of its people, or worse, identified
them as potential enemies of the state.

Few, if any, of the black witnesses from Rustenburg and
Marico for the South African Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (TRC) suffered from this kind of confusion.
In mid 1997, L.S., or Lizo Makganye, testified at one
of the TRC’s public hearings in the town of Zeerust
on 6 May 1997. He came as an unassuming peasant
farmer who took the purpose of the proceedings at
face value. He had come from his nearby village to
talk about how he and his fellow Bahurutshe had
resisted incorporation into the apartheid regime’s
fictional nation-state, Bophuthatswana, even though
the Commissioners wanted him to talk about how
his son and other young people from his village had
been arrested and tortured in 1993. At one point, the
conversation between the elder Makganye and the
Commissioners took a turn that was reminiscent of
William Faulkner’s claim that “the past is never really
the past”:

Equally contradictory public conversations had taken
place at the outset of South Africa’s protracted
transformation into a high modernist interventionist
state.9 On the afternoon of 20 April 1914, less
than hundred miles from where L.S. Makganye
had testified in 1997 and less than a year after the
infamous Natives Land Act had been promulgated by
the Union Government, a prominent Afrikaner farmer
from the Hex River Ward of Rustenburg, C.J. du
Plessis, declared to a district court:
The natives in the Hex River Ward I think should
be treated just the same as other natives, but
they have got ground, in that Ward, and it is very
difficult for me to state what should be done with
them ... In the long run they will have to be shifted.
They must realise that they cannot go on as they
are at present. If Hex River were left as it is, where
a white man or Kaffir could buy where he liked, it
would result in war.10

Chairperson: You said earlier on…that there was
a struggle of the people of Braaklagte against incorporation but that was around 1989…but this
happened in 1993. What was happening in 1993
that made the police come back in such large
numbers, back into the community and take such
action against the people?
Makganye: They did so because we did not want
to be incorporated in Boputhatswana.

War did come but not as du Plessis imagined. In
mid October 1914, over twelve thousand men like
du Plessis and their families participated in or gave
passive support to a rural rebellion against South
Africa’s entry into the First World War on the British
side and the realisation that the 1913 Natives’ Land
Act would not give white farmers complete control
over the lives and expectations of their African
tenants and labourers. A pogrom against the persons
and property of many Africans and nonwhites in
the Hex River, Zwartruggens, and Dinokana wards
of Rustenburg and Marico ensued.11 Government
forces and rebels alike participated in the spoils and
carnage.

Chairperson: But incorporation had taken place
already. We’re talking about 1993, we’re not
talking about 1989. Incorporation had taken place
already.
Makganye: Do you say we were incorporated in
Boputhatswana?
Chairperson: Yes.
Makganye: Do you say we were incorporated in
Boputhatswana in 1993? We didn’t agree. When
they, immediately they said we were incorporated,
we did not agree. We continued with our struggle,
because we knew that there was nothing called
Boputhatswana; it’s part of South Africa.

Despite looting by both the rebels and government
forces, the machinery of African expropriation
continued to move much too slowly for most white
farmers.12 After 1924, Prime Minister J.B.M. Hertzog
sought to calm the fears of these farmers by increasing
the number of days that an African labour tenant was
obliged to work on his landlord’s farm from 90 to 180.

When Makganye had completed this portion of his
testimony, the Commissioner mildly admonished
him by saying: “We just wanted to hear about what
you have written in your statement, but now you are
telling us about the land”8. Of course, Makganye was
at pains to see how one could separate the two so
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smallholders and labour tenants. In their estimate,
after Louis Botha’s death in August 1919, Jan Smuts’
government had directly handed the country over to
the former two and, by 1920, was rapidly making
provisions to accommodate Africans in what they
perceived as a triumvirate of misrule.21 The increasing
numbers of impoverished rural Afrikaners throughout
the 1920s “irrevocably politicised the ‘poor white
question’”, while constraining the state’s ability to
depict white poverty as a consequence of moral or
personal failings.22

He also appointed one of the principal leaders of the
1914 Rebellion, General J.C.G. Kemp, as Minister of
Agriculture and Minister of Justice. But the pace of
African land dispossession outside the designated
reserves did not accelerate. Nor was there any
appreciable decline in the number of Africans having
direct access to productive land.13
White farmers felt particularly aggrieved about African
landowners in their midst.14 As long as white farmers,
African share and labour tenants, and smallholders
made use of the same technology—namely the wagon,
draft animals and the plow—force and coercion
remained the most palpable means of subordinating
the rural black population.15 However marginal some
African holdings might have been, neighbouring white
farmers claimed that African landowners and share
tenants had “picked the eyes out of the country”,
right up to President J.B. Vorster’s christening of the
fraudulent “Bantustans” in December 1977.16

Middling and poor Afrikaner farmers continued to
press for a solution that would result in a boerestand
or economic safety net. They saw themselves as
white republicans with a small “r”. Their ideal republic
would have been composed of independent, selfemployed communities of white people who worked
with their hands. A white farmer from Lichtenburg, G.
A. van der Walt, expressed their sentiments shortly
after the election of 1920: “The government unwisely
allowed the banks to issue more paper money than
there was gold to back it, and the banks pushed this
paper money into the country with all their power…
Speculators – the gentlemen – ruined Afrikaner farmers,
while Smuts did nothing”23. Another put it more bluntly:
“Our products are their property before we even sow…
and you and I are their servants, who must be sure that
it goes in the bag for them.” Falling prices compelled
all farmers to maximise production while holding down
costs. These situations were made doubly tragic by
the frequent flight of adolescent children from the
households of white farmers and African labour tenants
alike, because of the fury of their fathers over highly
leveraged crop yields, indebtedness and fluctuating
agricultural prices.24

The Past Meets the Present
Between the Great Slump of the latter part of the
nineteenth century and the Great Depression of the
1930s, because of the lag between the production of
gold and commodities, access to hard cash became a
chronic source of potential impoverishment for farmers,
workers and indeed, for poorer countries.17 Once
the commercial exploitation of the Witwatersrand’s
gold reef commenced, especially acute periods of
economic downturn in the South African countryside
and the devastation of war, periodically turned
thousands of small and middling white farmers into
paupers. Between the 1922 recession and the 1926
collapse of global agricultural prices, more than a
third of the white population of the Western Transvaal
experienced such a fate.18

There was fear, victimisation, entitlement

Up to the 1930s, after the worst effects of the previous
depressions had subsided, industrial entrepreneurs
viewed these developments more confidently. They
imagined them to be a means of disciplining wages
and “correcting” the relationship between the real
economy and its financial structure.19 But South
Africa’s white farmers did not share the confidence
of the investment groups that controlled the country’s
mineral wealth and the new industrial entrepreneurs
that import substitution and the dramatic economic
conjuncture of the First World War had spawned.20
Many white farmers believed they saw real enemies
in the midst of their economic difficulties – Jewish
cattle auctioneers and general dealers, Indian store
owners and traders and accumulating African

of students, a new type of selfhood, anger
at the malaise,…
Meanwhile, just as some white farmers believed
themselves to be acquiring the upper hand by
expropriating the cattle and movable property of their
African labour tenants, under the nebulous stipulations
of the Land Act, banks and general dealers ceased
to think of cattle as collateral and a means of settling
debts.25 By 1924, once auctioneers acquired a surfeit
of cattle, distinctions between breeding cattle and
workaday draft oxen became virtually meaningless.
Yet the relative worthlessness of cattle did not
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prevent creditors from seizing them as surety against
outstanding debt. Many local officials thought the
spreading financial ruin in the countryside presaged a
breakdown of law and order, while many resident white
farmers genuinely believed that they were the victims of
a cabal of die meneere of local Nationalist propaganda
(the ubiquitous Jewish cattle auctioneers and general
dealers, Indian storeowners and African bysaaiers
or labour tenants of wealthier farmers). The slogan
of Red Ons Self or “Save Ourselves” became a cry
of defiance against Smuts, the “Kaffir King”, and his
alleged paymasters in the mining industry.26 Tielman
Roos, the chief firebrand of the Nationalist opposition
in the Transvaal, who also dabbled in attempting to
bring Afrikaner workers into the Nationalist fold, put it
this way on the eve of the white miners’ general strike
and rebellion of January-March 1922: “Simply ensure
that the Boer on the platteland makes friends with the
Boer in the towns, and everything will come right”27.

Seven million of the 12 to 15 million have only begun
to experience a middle class standard of living in the
last generation— shortly before the country’s first truly
democratic election in April 1994. The social costs of
achieving this status have placed a crushing burden
on South Africa’s remaining 30 odd million people.
After the Sharpeville Massacre, the South African
state was crafted around four major policy objectives:
tighter racial exclusion (at least until 1985); anti-black
urbanisation (with the recommendations of the 1952
Tomlinson Commissions and the 1923 and 1925
Native Urban Areas Acts as points of departure);
“Bantu education”; and finally “separate development”,
which combined with the periodic expulsions of
hundreds of thousands of people from the cities and
towns, just as hundreds of thousands more were
finding their way to the cities in defiance of the pass
laws. The latter two policies — “Bantu education”
and “separate development” — were therefore highly
abstract given South Africa’s expanded industrial
production. Moreover, they were virtually impossible
to enforce in any coherent fashion. However, many of
apartheid’s architects, who had hoped for a German
and Axis victory during the Second World War,
represented some of the last remnants of the kind of
authoritarianism that threatened the entire globe after
the Great Depression.32

The desire for an economic cushion against hard times
often expressed itself violently, and the rhetoric of
oorstroming (swamping) or swart gevaar (black peril)
could be mobilised. Various iterations of the Afrikaner
Nationalist Party attempted to harness this potential
for moral panics and mass hysteria for their own
purposes.28 Not only did the fear of being overwhelmed
by the African majority animate the public discussion
around strengthening the confiscatory features of the
Land Act, but it also sought to insure and deepen the
disparity between black and white wages and working
conditions in South Africa’s cities and towns, even
as Hertzog’s Nationalist-Labour Pact administration
attempted to cap the number of impoverished rural
whites migrating to the cities and towns. The labour
legislation of Hertzog’s Pact Government – the
Wage Act, the Industrial Conciliation Act, and the
Civilised Labour Act – strongly underscored these
aspirations.29

Apartheid’s legacy gave a particularly perverse twist
to the failure to invest sufficient resources in human
capital and public education. For example, between
1994 and 1999, during apartheid’s protracted demise
under the first and second African National Congress
(ANC) governments, South Africa paid off a large
portion of its debt. Ironically the governments of PW
Botha and FW De Klerk had amassed the largest
portion of this debt, after a state of emergency was
declared in 1985, and after South Africa had initiated
a massive war of destabilisation against Mozambique,
Angola, Zimbabwe and Zambia under the rubric of
“total strategy”.33 In fact, the latter war began shortly
after the 16 June 1976 Soweto or Children’s Uprising.
Hundreds of thousands of people lost their lives
throughout the region and over 124 of South Africa’s
129 cities and towns were administered directly by
the South African Defence Force (SADF) from the end
of 1985 to 1990.34

The Recent Past
…South Africa, as far as we aboriginals
are concerned, is a country perpetually
in the throes of martial law, from which
there is no escape.
D D T Jabavu circa 1934 30

Today South Africa is a moderately industrialised
country of 48 million people. It is also a member of the
G20 group of industrial nations.31 Its great paradox
is that perhaps only about 12 to 15 million of its
48 million people live as if it is an industrial country.

Meanwhile, in 1993, unemployment was 30 to 40
percent for blacks (42 percent for rural blacks, 35
percent for urban blacks, 44 percent for black males
18
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and 34 percent for black females). By 2005, however,
the weighted average for black unemployment had
grown to 41 percent. These tragic circumstances
have led to a “generational crisis” of daunting
dimensions.35

of the centre of the financial structure of the global
economy from the North Atlantic countries, including
the United States, to the countries of the North Pacific
Asian rim, particularly China, after the October 1987
stock market crash.

Participants in the “youth revolt” of 16 June 1976 are
now middle-aged. This has a number of implications.
For example, Orlando East High School in Soweto
– “The Rock” as it used be called by many of its
students – having been closed for several years for
lack of students, has recently reopened with less than
200 scholars enrolled. Yet this was the secondary
school that produced the largest number of black
doctors and engineers under apartheid.36 Were there
comparable schools elsewhere in South Africa? If
so, what do enrollments look like now? Would it be
worth locating students who attended such schools
to see if their views of what happened have changed
substantially?

The destruction of the old industrial pattern of work
centered on the notion of the job and its replacement
by techniques associated with micro processing
and genetic engineering has produced a formidable
means of challenging continued Western dominance
of the global economy.41 For example, China, with
approximately 240 million engineers out of its billion
and a quarter people – very nearly more engineers
than there are people in the United States – as taken
up this challenge in dramatic fashion. How does
South Africa fit into this scheme of events, processes
and outcomes?

What does this “historic debt” amount to?
Essentially it is the result of the unrequited

Any discussion of the South African “generational
crisis” should also take account of the dramatic
increase in HIV/AIDS cases between 1990 and 1994.
This increase may have been due to the undercounting
of the black population by the previous apartheid
governments. The opportunistic nature of the
disease would also lend itself to the increase.37 The
gutting of South Africa’s textile industry and metals
trades and the subsequent loss of nearly 200,000
jobs between 1999 and 2003, and the periodic spot
labour shortages in various kinds of mining operations
have accentuated the implications of the AIDS crisis
and added to the globalising conundrum” and
“disabling social actions”.38 But one has to go back
to the beginning of the twentieth century to grasp
how these apparently South African dilemmas have
been aggravated and underscored by the global shift
in power and wealth that threatens to short-circuit
industrial production in the North Atlantic countries
and in South Africa.

effort of multiple generations of underpaid
and underemployed workers going back
to the outset of South Africa’s industrial
transformation in 1868.43
Against the background of the “generational crisis”
and the popular demand for an enlarged and
speedier delivery of public services, South Africa’s
big multinational corporations and financial houses
have experienced fairly high growth rates since
1994. However, these high growth rates have
been generated largely by the profits South African
companies have made on foreign investments and on
the purchase of foreign industrial companies – South
African Brewery’s purchase of the Miller Brewing
Company in the United States, for example. To their
credit, the last two governments compelled private
enterprises to pay their taxes at a higher rate and
with more regularity than they did under the Afrikaner
Nationalist governments, even though it remains to
be seen whether private South African companies
will at some point pay the “historic debt” that they
owe to the society rather than to any specific group.42
What does this “historic debt” amount to? Essentially
it is the result of the unrequited effort of multiple
generations of underpaid and underemployed
workers going back to the outset of South Africa’s
industrial transformation in 1868.43

From the end of the nineteenth century to the
American stock market crash of October 1987, gold
and oil were the two great cornerstones of the modern
capitalist economy.39 Presently, information distributed
electronically and broken down into units smaller than
milliseconds has become the third cornerstone of the
global economic system — one which combines the
mystical and productive capacity of the previous two
into one entity by way of micro processing.40 The
advent of this third cornerstone underscored the shift
19
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The state cannot presently compel any private South African company to pay
such a debt. Their line of argument would certainly be that virtually none of them
existed at the inception of South Africa’s industrial revolution. Yet any attempt to
grow the public sector by increasing the income tax on higher real wages would
have to be underwritten initially by greater contributions from private enterprises to
public education and the fostering of fast track adult education and apprenticeship
programmes in basic industry.44 The pain of increasing real wages might be offset
by distributing increases in such a way that the initial reduction in profit rates would
not disproportionately affect labour intensive industries such as construction more
than those industries where the cost of hiring labour with certain skills is constantly
being weighed against the purchase of labour saving technology.45 Moreover,
lifetime earnings would increase with a greater investment in human capital and
there would be a net gain in terms of creating an expanded pool of labor that
was better educated and endowed with portable skills.46 Anything short of the
latter approach leaves the prospect of improving and expanding public education
and targeting specifically troublesome areas such as the first few years of primary
education and secondary education at a decided disadvantage. Hence any
major improvements in health, public education, public transportation and mass
communications must now be effected by cracking down on corruption within the
government bureaucracy rather, than by putting a larger number of people to work
at a living wage.47
Tom Hertz’s study on education, which he conducted with a team of researchers
at the behest of the Mandela government’s Labour Commission, bears out some
of these conclusions. Hertz’s study did not concur with the outcomes that the key
ministers in the first Mbeki government were fishing for. As a result, the government
let the study die a quiet death, even though it was funded with a grant of several
million dollars from the MacArthur Foundation. The crux of Hertz’s argument is
that contributions that most black families can make to a child’s education are
marginal at best, and that unless some nationally standardised outreach program
(preferably housed in the National Research Foundation and subsidised by public
and private contributions) is put in place and aimed at the primary and secondary
schools, rates of attrition among black students will get worse before they get
better in the netherworld beyond the Model C schools. 48
Corporate managers and public officials therefore must now pay particular and
meticulous attention to the present as well as the future. They must have a precise
sense of just how many people are going without much needed public services in
Tongaat and Mogwase as well as in Cape Town’s Claremont and Johannesburg’s
Houghton or run the risk of being engulfed by problems that even the most
farseeing manager could not have imagined, much less foreseen.49
How much of South Africa’s past is embedded in its present? How has its past
impeded or advanced its future? The new South Africa is still in the making.
Between 1993 and 1997, South Africa’s rural black population went from 44 to 51
percent. This amounted to a net increase of the rural black population of more than
seven percent in less than five years. The percentage of economically vulnerable
black people living in the rural areas has risen faster than the net increase of rural
population— to the point that more than 70 percent of this group can now be
found in the rural areas. Meanwhile, South Africa’s rural white population has
shrunk dramatically since 1970, without a concomitant reduction in the amount
of private property owned by whites.50 Nevertheless white droplets of rural misery
20
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Increasing the portable skills of young people in city
and countryside and focusing on the outcomes of
education rather than how much money is spent for
them should become top priorities for South Africa

if it wishes to avoid the dystopian portents of a
generation ago. As a result, the metrics of any new
economic policy must now become the extent to
which it assists in creating sustainable livelihoods for
the greatest number of real people – from small plot
farmers who are being urged to increase productivity
by making better use of fallow land, to auto workers
in Port Elizabeth and East London. And all this has
to be done without triggering dramatic inflationary
spirals.52 As Trevor Manuel said several years ago,
“We remain under pressure on the macro side”
– that is to say, South Africa is in a race to fill and
expand its vast industrial capacity with indigenous
resources.53 If government spending to enhance the
infrastructure for the World Cup, for example, results
in better run cities over the long run and in eradicating
circumstances that compel a significant portion of the
urban workforce to wake up at two in the morning
to get to work by eight, then the current and past
inequities might begin to recede into the deep
recesses of the public memory. If not, immediate
success will translate into long term failure.
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South African government continues to describe such
people as “gainfully employed,” even though they are
buffeted between fitful bouts of employment on farms,
mines, textile sweatshops, an increasing number
of game and theme parks, and peddling trinkets in
the “informal sector,” it will find its economic policies
hobbled by those who continue to dispute the official
version of the past and the present.
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