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preface

Amid the hype surrounding the 9/11 tragedy, much attention 
was given to the linkage between security and development. 
little noticed was the fact that this linkage is by no means 
a recent invention. rather, this nexus was an important ele-
ment in the state policies of colonial as well as post-colonial 
regimes during the Cold war, and it seems to have re-emerged 
in new configurations during the present wave of democratic 
transitions. The purpose of this book is to situate and explore 
the nexus between security and development in a variety of 
contexts from South Africa, Mozambique, and Namibia, to 
Zimbabwe and the Democratic republic of Congo. 

The book explores the nexus and our understanding of  secu-
rity and development through the prism of peace-keeping in-
terventions, community policing, human rights, gender, land 
contests, squatters, nation and state-building, social move-
ments, disarmament, demobilisation, repatriation (DDr) 
programmes and the different trajectories democratisation has 
taken in different parts of southern Africa. At a generic level, 
this volume draws our attention to the ways in which linkages 
are changing between “hard”, militarised forms of power re-
lated to the production of sovereignty, and apparently benign, 
“soft” forms of power related to the enlightenment agenda of 
human progress and betterment. Consequently, we hope that 
the book will also be of interest to scholars working outside 
the region of southern Africa and that the approach in the 
book will spur debate and research on the nexus between se-
curity and development more generally. 
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it has become commonplace to talk about the all-encompassing role of se-
curity in the post-9/11 world. Security concerns and measures are creeping 
into new corners of everyday life in rich as well as in poor regions of the 
world. State-regulated security sectors, both private and public, are being 
reinforced in terms of budgets, media coverage, powers and influence over 
all domains of governance, including the management of welfare systems, 
refugees, migration, money transfers, internet use and so forth. 

Development is one important domain that has been increasingly 
merged with and subjected to security concerns (Duffield 2001a). what we 
may call the “securitisation of development” became more visible during 
the 1990s in relation to the salience of internal armed conflict in poorer 
countries and the growing preoccupation with crime and violence in de-
veloping and rapidly urbanising economies. policy-makers and researchers 
came to see economic inequality, underdevelopment and poor governance 
at the root of armed conflict and crime, a causal link that has been rein-
vented in the new millennium to provide explanations for terrorism. As 
the British prime minister, tony Blair, declared in 2004: “we know that 
poverty and instability lead to weak states which can become havens for 
terrorists and other criminals … Even before 9/11, al-Qaeda had bases in 
Africa ... They still do, hiding in places where they can go undisturbed by 
weak governments, planning their next attacks which could be anywhere 
in the world, including Africa” (tony Blair, quoted in Mail & Guardian        
7 october 2004).

while underdevelopment could explain armed conflict, the calamities 
of conflict were themselves seen as having huge costs in terms of missed de-
velopment opportunities, disintegrating and failing states and low indexes 
of human development. This circular argument – or, in ken Menkhaus’s 
(2004) words, the “vicious circle metaphor” evident in, for example, the 
world Bank’s notion of “the conflict trap” (world Bank 2003) – obliges 
development institutions to coherently integrate crime prevention, con-
flict resolution and post-conflict reconstruction, demobilisation, security 

The Security-Development Nexus

Lars Buur, Steffen Jensen 
and Finn Stepputat

�



FRoM InequALITy To InSeCuRITy?

10

reforms and good governance into development intervention (uNriSD 
1995, oECD/DAC 1997, world Bank 1998, Danida 2004). in addition 
to its traditional tasks of generating economic development, infrastructure, 
education, health and sanitation as a legitimate domain of governance, de-
velopment is being charged with the responsibility of enhancing security 
and non-violent forms of behaviour at all levels of society (Stiglitz 1998). As 
williams (1988:102–3) explains, the modern use of the concept of develop-
ment is related to certain notions of the nature of economic change based 
on the idea of a society passing through definite evolutionary stages. Seen 
from this vantage point, development has been “radicalised” in its civilising 
mission (Duffield 2001a).

At the same time as development has been securitised and radicalised, 
the concept of security has also undergone changes, resulting in particular 
in a broadening of the concept to include referents other than states. using 
the notion of “human security”, for example, security has been “develop-
mentalised” in the sense that a number of basic human needs have been 
suggested as being indispensable for the survival of the individual (uNDp 
1994). unlike the traditional concept of (national) security, the human 
security agenda focuses on the safety of people rather than states, and on 
a concept of sovereignty that is conditioned by the state’s respect for the 
rights of its citizens (Duffield 2004a), rather than by sovereignty represent-
ing the absolute and unfettered power of the state over its citizens. 

Such conceptual and institutional changes call for a rethinking of the 
concepts of development and security and for a thorough investigation of 
the effects of these changes. The aim of this volume is to contribute to 
this task by considering some avenues for future research on the security-
development nexus by presenting a collection of essays that analyse differ-
ent configurations of security and development in the region of southern 
Africa. in various ways, this volume is a departure from previous work on 
the security-development nexus as represented, for example, in the jour-
nal Conflict, Security and Development. The latter’s approach grows out of 
engagements with international humanitarian and military interventions, 
notably in high-profile contexts such as Somalia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, ko-
sovo, East timor, Afghanistan and now iraq. international engagement in 
southern Africa has provided numerous instances of post-conflict security 
and development operations, in particular Disarmament, Demobilisation 
and reintegration (DDr) schemes, and military, police and justice reforms, 
which have been thoroughly and competently investigated elsewhere (see, 
for example, Gleichmann et al. 2004).
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in contrast, this volume extends the field of study in two ways: insti-
tutionally and historically. firstly, instead of analysing international pro-
grammes, the contributions to this volume explore the security-develop-
ment nexus in national government practices, such as those employed in 
South African policies regarding housing and the privatisation of service 
provision, national policies for gender equality, the involvement of the 
South African National Defence force in the Democratic republic of 
Congo and the Zimbabwean government’s land policies. we also examine 
specific security and development institutions, such as those used by the 
Namibian government in dealing with ex-combatants from the liberation 
war and Mozambican-style community courts, community policing fo-
rums and the role of authorised chiefs as local agents of law-and-order en-
forcement. Secondly, in relation to history, the contributions explore con-
figurations of security and development during the Cold war period, such 
as the South African counter-insurgency programmes of the 1980s and the 
portuguese and frelimo (Frente de Libertação de Moçambique) villagisation 
programmes of the 1970s and 1980s. The intention is to demonstrate that 
the recent merger of security and development is but one concrete instance 
of the production and reproduction of political communities, this being a 
much more common phenomenon than has been recognised in the cur-
rent examination of the nexus thus far.1 finally, the historical perspective 
also permits us to identify continuities and differences in the imagination 
of threats and the design of cures between the Cold war period and the 
present configurations of development and security.

 Thus, rather than regarding the security-development nexus as a re-
cent invention of the hegemonic international community, this volume will 
explore, at a more generic level, whether and how linkages are changing 
between “hard” militarised forms of power linked to the production of 
sovereignty, and apparently benign “soft” forms of power linked to the en-
lightenment agenda of human progress and betterment. importantly, we 
analyse development and security at the material as well as discursive levels, 
and as different types of institutional set-ups and practices, but also as cir-
culating and increasingly media-produced ideas and perceptions of life, risk 
and power. in this regard, we understand development as a set of govern-
ance practices for enhancing the well being of populations, in particular in 
poor countries (foucault 1978, Escobar 1995). The notion of development, 

1. As explored at the January 2004 workshop, “regional Histories of Security and 
Development” at the Danish institute for international Studies, where several of 
the contributions to this volume were first presented. See also Jensen 2005a. 
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which has been institutionalised since the Second world war, has a benign 
ring to it, but it is obviously normative in its implicit and explicit defini-
tions of desired directions and good/bad development. ultimately, we may 
understand development agencies as (state-sanctioned) civilising missions, 
which produce distinctions between more and less desirable forms of life 
for the betterment of people and institutions. 

like development, security is used in many different ways and contexts, 
but generally it is associated with perceived threats to the survival of in-
dividuals and states and with the use of exceptional means of countering 
these threats. Security is about real questions of safety and violence, but it 
is also a way of representing particular problems in a manner that makes 
them exceptional and a question of survival. By making an issue a security 
problem – by “securitising” an issue, that is – it takes on new dimensions 
(wæver 1997, kappeler and potter 2000). As wæver argues, security is not 
a pre-given or unproblematic unit of analysis. who is identified as a threat 
depends on power relations in the given context. in other words, this ques-
tion is concerned with which groups of people are in a position to define 
other groups as a security threat. As wæver (1997:14) has phrased it: “By 
saying ‘security’ a state-representative moves the particular case into a spe-
cific area; claiming a special right to use the means necessary … ‘Security’ 
is the move that takes politics beyond the established [democratic] rules of 
the game, and frames the issue within a special kind of politics.” 

wæver’s work has been influential in defining the special properties of 
what a process of securitisation means, but it is not all securitised issues 
that are taken beyond the established rules of the game. in his chapter in 
this volume, Thomas Mandrup Jørgensen explores how the deployment of 
the South African National Defence force (SANDf) in the uN-controlled 
peacekeeping mission in the Democratic republic of Congo (DrC) was 
clearly legitimised and triggered by public speeches delivered and sanc-
tioned by the top leadership of the African National Congress. The involve-
ment in DrC was presented as being necessary to protect South Africa’s 
national interests. However, as Mandrup shows, the means to carry out the 
peacekeeping mission were not released, with disastrous consequences not 
only for SANDf in DrC, which basically ceased to be operational: it also 
had adverse consequences for the international reputation of South Africa, 
which was trying hard to present itself as a key player on the continent. 
it is therefore not enough to securitise an issue by means of acts of public 
speech: force and resources also need to be deployed to support such ac-
tions. 
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wæver’s perspective on securitisation is also challenged and/or extended 
in other ways in this book. where wæver sees the identification of threats 
as something that state representatives have the power to declare, several 
contributions argue otherwise. Besides exploring the capacity and power 
of state representatives to move political struggles beyond the established 
democratic rules, the chapters here explore the particular configuration of 
state power in southern Africa. All four countries that we deal with – Mo-
zambique, South Africa, Zimbabwe and Namibia – have emerged from 
protracted liberation wars followed by internal struggles between different 
political and ethnic factions, and even, in the case of Mozambique, a dev-
astating sixteen-year civil war.

The effects of these histories are profound. on the one hand, states do 
not necessarily exercise a monopoly of violence, while on the other hand the 
particular histories of liberation struggles have created forms of resistance, 
ideas concerning threats to the national unity of which liberation move-
ments claim to be the sole guardians and a political ethos of monism that 
makes the separation between state, party and government hard to identify. 
instead, ambiguous figures of popular sovereignty exercise power derived 
from an alleged history of political resistance. This form of power often sits 
uncomfortably with the operation of the new constitutional democracies: 
whereas constitutional democracy sees political order as being derived from 
the constitution, it involves consuming and legally taming the political 
energies that made its creation possible in the first place (Mouffe 1999). 
Dissidence becomes a question of security when it threatens the new or-
der by exposing failures of identity and the consequences of these for the 
multitude of interests and forces that the new order should be uniting. As 
Helene kyed, lars Buur, lalli Metsola and Henning Melber each describe 
in different ways in their contributions to this volume, the securitisation 
of dissidence through acts of speech is inscribed in the pre-existing socio-
political orders from which they draw their power. This makes clear “that 
democratisation in Africa is not a unilinear process, a technical procedure 
with predetermined means and goals” (Englund 2004:3): this observation 
applies to the particular ways in which sovereignty and the monopoly of 
violence are configured as well. 

taken at face value, security and development are two different but 
somewhat complementary domains of hard and soft power – in other 
words, of pure force and negotiated change. However, if we analyse these 
domains through the conceptual lenses of biopolitics and sovereignty, they 
appear to be overlapping and interdependent rather than just different or 



FRoM InequALITy To InSeCuRITy?

14

complementary. This analysis points towards different dimensions of the 
security-development nexus to be taken up in the following chapters. These 
dimensions concern 1) the changing discourses of recognition and identity 
at the interface between security and development; 2) the changes in se-
curity-development linkages that have accompanied the transitions from 
autocratic and military regimes to democratic ones; and 3) some of the con-
tinuities that emerge when we look, for example, at how space is organised 
in different concrete expressions of security and development. 

Sovereignty and biopolitics
Biopolitics concern the management of life at the level of populations 
through programmes of health, education, population control, agricultural 
extension services, environmental protection and so forth (Dean 1999). 
Biopolitics are linked to the development of popular sovereignty and the 
modern state, which, in addition to providing protection, has the welfare of 
the population as its legitimising raison d’ être. foucault (1979) saw biopoli-
tics and normalising, diffuse systems of power/knowledge in the modern 
state as superseding sovereignty through the rule of the sword, which he 
considered an archaic form of power. Although his perspective and inter-
pretation differ from mainstream political theory, foucault’s work forms 
part of the modern myth, according to which governance and politics 
render rule by physical violence obsolete as a form of power. 

But obviously, the state’s willingness and ability to use force is still very 
much with us, despite the verity that there is no longer an “outside” to 
networks of modern governance that can be pacified (Hardt and Negri 
2000). today’s enemies, that is, the major threats to security such as terror 
networks, “failed states” (e.g., Andersen 2005) and criminals (e.g., Buur 
2003a), are enemies “within”, shaped by former generations of development 
and security regimes, even though they are now being defined as external 
to the “moral community”, the “national body”, the “international com-
munity” and the “civilised world”. in Duffield’s words, global governance 
as a design of power is shaping its own external threats, its own security en-
vironment (2004b). Still, as represented in the media, the problem consists 
of the enemies not being modern enough, in their being archaic survivors 
belonging to the past, still having to catch up with the 21st century. There-
fore, they have to be disciplined through force and reformed through de-
velopment before they can take their place in the global ecumene. The hard 
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kernel of violence upon which the modern territorial state was founded has 
to be reproduced again and again.

Contrary to the perception of sovereignty being rendered obsolete by 
biopolitics and discipline, recent attempts to theorise sovereignty regard bi-
opolitics as the original form of sovereignty: “the production of a biopoliti-
cal body is the original activity of sovereign power. in this sense biopolitics 
is at least as old as the sovereign exception” (Agamben 1998:6). Drawing 
on the work of Carl Schmidt, Agamben’s analysis of sovereignty centres on 
who embodies the exception. instead of focusing on the ruler, “the state” 
or whoever makes the decision, Agamben’s understanding of sovereignty 
focuses on the effects of the decision, the exclusion of somebody from the 
political community and the protection provided by its laws and rights. we 
understand this “bare” or “naked life”, in Agamben’s words, as persons or 
groups of persons that others, with impunity, can treat without regard for 
their psychological and physical well-being (see Buur 2005a:204, Jensen 
2005b, Hansen and Stepputat 2005:17). 

The exclusion of somebody thus becomes a foundational moment for 
political power and the political community. According to Agamben 
(2000a:5), “the state of exception, which is what the sovereign each and 
every time decides, takes place precisely when naked life … is explicitly put 
into question and revoked as the ultimate foundation of political power”. 
in order to be effective, sovereignty must be performed and inscribed on 
bodies that are being excluded. This logic of sovereign power, which founds 
the political community by excluding various forms of “life” that threaten 
it, has not disappeared with the emergence of modern biopolitical forms of 
governance – on the contrary, as Hansen and Stepputat argue:

The essential operation of totalitarian power was to reduce the population to 
pliable bodies that could be improved, shaped and regimented, but also ex-
terminated if deemed unnecessary or dangerous … This operation … had its 
counterpart in the rise of disciplinary institutions and welfare governmentality 
in Western democracies. (Hansen and Stepputat, 2005:17)

Approached in this way, sovereignty can be explored as a set of practices 
aimed at improving “the people”, including the ideologies and techniques 
of “uplifting” the poor, the plebeian, the ignorant or backward, and turn-
ing them into good citizens worthy and capable of entering the commu-
nity, the nation or the state. Defining who can be improved and uplifted to 
become members of the political community and who should be excluded 
as dangerous or abandoned as useless is a sovereign act that makes sover-
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eign power visible, as well as the boundaries of political community. Some 
would object to this, using the argument that it is exactly these forms of 
power and such authoritarian governments that liberal democracy has been 
so successful in demolishing during the recent wave of democratisation in 
southern Africa. it is certainly true that liberal rule works from the premise 
that the less governments interfere in the lives of the people the better. But 
as Hindess (2001:100) argues, in any given territory there are people who 
“are not endowed with a capacity for autonomous action”, and who must 
be dealt with through what he calls “liberal unfreedom”. Hindess identifies 
three responses by governments to this incapacity for autonomy: extermi-
nation, authoritarian intervention and welfare intervention. Extermination 
is for those who are judged by sovereign power to be incapable of managing 
freedom, no matter what is done: consequently the only possible response is 
to remove them from society. The authoritarian response, which is based on 
the idea that capacity for freedom can only be fostered through compulsion 
and extended periods of disciplining, is especially applied to colonised pop-
ulations, the unemployed and the deviant (Hindess 2001:101–6). finally, 
the welfare response has been applied to those who have suffered setbacks 
and only need help to acquire the capacity to manage freedom. Therefore, 
far from being an oddity, sovereign acts are inscribed in the body politic of 
liberal democracies.

from this perspective, both practices of development and security are 
implicated in the production of sovereignty, political community and dif-
ferent forms of bare life. Several chapters in the volume take these points 
further, as they are concerned with the modern production of citizens, 
which works through the exclusion of people who are considered improper, 
out of place and dangerous. in Jakob rasmussen’s chapter, the local gov-
ernment in Johannesburg has initiated urban renewal projects that work 
partly through the eviction of people who have few or no formal claims to 
Johannesburg’s new urban space. rasmussen demonstrates how the con-
flicts between residents of dwellings occupied by “illegal” migrants, the 
local government authorities of Johannesburg and the inner City forum 
(a social movement helping to organise “illegal” residents) became a strug-
gle over whose notions of democracy and development were legitimate to 
become manifest and dominant. This struggle was fought by asking who 
belongs to the “people” of the African National Congress (ANC), and, by 
extension, the national polity. Drawing on Agamben (2000a), rasmussen 
evokes the question, “who are the people?” The answer defines both right-
ful claims to housing as well as the right to citizenship and to the entitle-
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ments that the new welfare state brings with it. As rasmussen makes clear, 
conflicts to define both urban space itself and who belongs to it are not 
new: they were at the heart of the struggle against the apartheid regime. 

Amanda Hammar explores similar processes on Zimbabwe’s rural fron-
tier, where rural dwellers with long-term residence in the northeast were be-
ing relabelled “squatters” by local government, following which they were 
evicted violently with loss of livelihood. As Hammar points out, the proc-
esses she describes were tragically replayed in 2005 when operation Mura-
batswina targeted hundreds of thousands of urban dwellers in Zimbabwe. 
But as she makes clear, state cleansing and containment campaigns are a 
familiar aspect of historically continuous processes of state formation in 
Zimbabwe, just as they are in many other African post-colonies. Such cam-
paigns, in which direct state or state-sanctioned violence has been used to 
varying degrees, including, very often, forced displacement, have been con-
ducted in diverse settings and on different scales. Sovereign state violence 
as an overt expression of physical force and of structural violence through 
dispossession is therefore not an aberration, but rather an ever-present pos-
sibility and fairly common practice in contemporary African states. 

paradoxically, recasting of forms of bare life through the modern pro-
duction of citizens – working through the exclusion of people who are con-
sidered “out of place” and dangerous – has taken another twist in South 
Africa, with consequences for the whole region. As Steffen Jensen and lars 
Buur show in their joint chapter, the moment the new South Africa as-
sumed its place as a senior partner within the southern African region, 
migrants took on a new role and South Africa began to protect its national 
borders against them in ways different from those of the apartheid regime. 
The authors argue that the surge in xenophobia that became endemic after 
1994 was related to the way in which the democratic transition reconfig-
ured citizenship. with the emergence of a democratic South Africa, the 
country became home to all nationalised South Africans, without regard 
to their political, ethnic or racial affiliations. This implied a radical recast-
ing of citizenship as it was pursued under apartheid, where it mattered 
little whether a migrant came from inside South Africa (for example, from 
the black homelands) or from across the international border. outsiders 
were all black migrants coming from outside white South Africa. in their 
view, what has taken place since 1994 is a problematic process of “South 
Africanisation”, where citizenship has been reconfigured and the external 
borders of the republic have taken on a new meaning. while the dissolu-
tion of the internal borders of the new nation state in order to unify the 
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nation has been inclusive, it has recast the external borders as the threshold 
of national belonging, with dire consequences for members of the southern 
Africa region, which have been excluded from pursuing crucial economic 
and social livelihood strategies. The nationalist project founded on the 
functional nexus between a defined territory and a state, with the inscrip-
tion of nativity within this nexus, left no permanent space open for mi-
grants from southern Africa. instead, when caught inside the new nation 
state, they are confined to “protective camps”, such as the infamous lindela 
repatriation Camp, where, as “bare beings”, in Agamben’s understanding, 
they are outside the law yet at the same time constitutive of South Africa’s 
new national order. 

Exclusionary processes can also trigger strong and powerful counter 
claims, as lalli Metsola and Henning Melber show in their chapter: ex-
combatants from the Namibian liberation war organise, make petitions 
and camp in front of government buildings, sometimes for weeks on end, 
in order to force their political leaders to respond to their grievances and 
demands. in their struggles, ex-combatants both counter and exploit the 
ways in which they have been portrayed and problematised. They use their 
representation as national heroes who sacrificed their lives for the liberation, 
but also, when necessary, their embodiment as persistent social problems in 
need of economic, social and psychological rehabilitation and reintegration. 
This places them in a strategic position in the dominant nationalised his-
tory, but it also allows them to play on fears of what would or could happen 
if their grievances are not addressed. to be a “security risk”, therefore, does 
not have a settled outcome, nor is it a pre-given or unproblematic entity of 
analysis: it can also be exploited in political struggles over resources.

Development/security beyond the state
it has frequently been pointed out that the “security-development complex” 
currently involved in humanitarian and military intervention comprises 
governmental, non-governmental and private organisations. in the extend-
ed understanding of security and development being put forward here, we 
identify a series of ambiguous institutions in the blurred zone between the 
state and society that take the kind of sovereign decisions described above 
with regard to the desirability of different forms of life, as well as to the 
possibility of improving some but not other forms of life. Such “twilight 
institutions” (lund 2001) are characterised by, on the one hand, organising 
in opposition to the state, and on the other by employing different lan-
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guages of stateness, technologies and imaginaries associated with the state 
(Hansen and Stepputat 2001). 

Herbst (2000) has drawn attention to the legacy of colonial boundary 
making, which has made post-colonial sub-Saharan African countries plu-
ral societies. Governments thus face the daunting task not only of moulding 
nations out of competing modes of belonging and forms of identification, 
but also of enforcing the governmental and developmental state apparatus 
over vast and often thinly populated territories. Here the problem is not 
only those vast territories within African societies that are not captured 
by the state, but also the fact that states are in intense competition with 
other forms of authority. Thus, vigilante groups, political parties, home-
town associations, traditional leaders, religious congregations, sports clubs, 
militias and networks of organised crime may constitute a kind of public 
authority either because the state has “outsourced” certain functions to 
them (see Buur 2005a), by “default” (Manor 1999) – that is, because of 
the absence or lack of interest of state institutions – or because they are 
directly challenging the state in no-go liberated areas (see Buur and kyed 
2005, Jensen 2005b). within justice enforcement, for example, a variety 
of different groupings provide for social regulation and enforce local no-
tions of justice, from community policing forums in kenya (ruteeree and 
pommerolle 2003) through conservative forms of ordering in uganda and 
tanzania (Heald 1986, Bukura 1996, fleischer 2000), traditional authori-
ties in South Africa (tshehla 2005) and Mozambique (Helene kyed in this 
volume) to mob formations in Nigeria and South Africa (Gore and pratten 
2003, Jensen and Buur 2004). Some of these organisations do this in sharp 
opposition to the state, such as the mobs of young men burning witches, 
while others have the official sanction of the police, like the community 
policing forums and traditional authorities in Mozambique.

Elsewhere, Buur and Jensen (2004) have outlined the different char-
acteristics of these twilight institutions, giving special attention to groups 
that organise themselves around local, non-state forms of judicial enforce-
ment. typically, they have a highly ambivalent relationship to the state: 
they present themselves as the representatives and defenders of a moral 
community, while at the same time seeking to stabilise and incorporate 
particular groups seen as threatening the moral community of good and 
worthy citizens. indeed, as shown in Steffen Jensen’s contribution, many 
of these institutions engage in the education, disciplining and moral guid-
ance of members of the supposed moral community. The claim to repre-
sent particular identities can be found in autochthonous movements in, 
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for instance, Cameroon (Geschiere and Nyamnjoh 2000), or among war 
veterans in Zimbabwe (worby 2003). 

Guy lamb in his chapter explores how nation-building initiatives and 
development programmes in Namibia have had to become militarised in 
order to protect the Namibian government from the dissidents challenging 
it. lamb shows how the hallmarks of nation-building strategies as pur-
sued by youth brigades – at least in the forms developed in Namibia and 
neighbouring countries (Malawi and Zimbabwe) – become authoritarian 
in nature whenever they are put into practice. Creating national unity by 
socialising former freedom fighters and unemployed youth in the national 
cause is, on a policy level, motivated by the desire to achieve a greater ef-
ficiency and effectiveness for government services and the exercise of state 
power. in practice, these groups were used by the Namibian government 
to quell resistance and dissidence to its policies. lamb sees the authoritar-
ian ethos of nation-building initiatives as being intimately related to the 
counter-insurgency pursued by the apartheid regime during the liberation 
war. This provided lessons in how to deal with resistance and produced a 
military response mechanism in the governing Swapo leadership, which 
has subsequently proved difficult to remove through policy reforms. 

identity proponents often draw a picture of a stable community identity 
coming under threat from either the state or from criminals (Jensen 2004, 
Buur 2005a). However, the evidence shows that the idea of community 
never goes uncontested and that any claim to represent it is an attempt 
to produce what is allegedly there already and always has been (Bourdieu 
1991). Community must therefore be performed over and over again in 
order to make it real. it is, in laclau’s words, “not just an impossibility but 
a very productive impossibility [as] it also triggers action that is the act 
of identification and the struggle to re-suture the political field” (laclau 
1994:34–5). Hence, the harder it is to make the impossibility invisible, the 
greater the power struggles will be. Several contributions in the present 
volume explore these issues. 

Helene kyed shows how the decentralisation process in Mozambique 
has given rise to new forms of extra-state practices, often with the par-
ticipation of state officials. kyed’s ethnographic explorations highlight the 
attempt by the Mozambican police force to produce specific community-
citizens and re-establish state control in former war-torn areas. Through 
state and extra-state practices, the police engage both discursively and prac-
tically in producing “political communities”. The result was the production 
of groups of people who, on the one hand, form part of the unidade, or the 



The Security-Development nexus

21

unity between the population, the police and frelimo, and on the other 
hand its constitutive outsiders, that is, those who continue to pay allegiance 
to frelimo’s old foe, renamo. Therefore, at the core of the efforts to create 
unity are struggles over who has the authority to define what constitutes 
proper forms of citizenship, even when practice clearly falls outside the law. 
The demonstration of what is “right” and “wrong” is most pronounced in 
public meetings involving communities that do not fit the model of uni-
ty and the police, and where “law-breakers” are put on public display. By 
drawing attention to the importance of public spectacle in the production 
of communal unity, kyed follows in the footsteps of Mbembe (2001) in his 
important work on the centrality of public spectacles when the state appa-
ratus is weak and less capable of securing control of territory and of deliver-
ing services and rights to its citizens. State spectacles allow the state, and 
relationships between the state and its subjects or citizens, to be reworked 
within established registers of power, be they legal or illegal. 

Steffen Jensen’s piece also explores how non-state organisations produce 
particular forms of moral community. His analysis focuses on how gen-
dered and generational moral communities are produced through violence, 
often with the aim of obtaining economic advantage. Jensen’s analysis takes 
as its point of departure the question of how, with the democratic transition 
in South Africa, access to land and economic opportunities have recon-
figured social and economic opportunity structures. Access to land has 
increasingly been capitalised, triggering a process of class differentiation 
in which discourses on crime provide one of the languages through which 
members of moral communities are differentiated. Because all members 
of the communities that Jensen deals with, from Nkomazi in the former 
kaNgwane on the border between Mozambique and South Africa, are in 
principle entitled to land, accusations of crime function as a legitimate way 
to distinguish between those who have the right to belong to the commu-
nity and those who do not. Here, the production of the moral community 
is effected through vigilante practices by both more or less ad hoc groups of 
young men and more or less well-established non-state forms of social or-
dering under the control of traditional leaders. The differently constituted 
ordering mechanisms are the “midwives of community” production, which 
permit, in Jensen’s vivid descriptions, the reordering of various registers 
of the self as moral persons based on not only class, but also on age and 
gender. 



FRoM InequALITy To InSeCuRITy?

22

Democratic transformations and discourses  
of (mis)recognition
whether implicitly or explicitly, the chapters in this volume deal with the 
transformation of southern African societies from autocratic and military 
regimes into liberal democracies. But how can this transformation be re-
lated to changes in the security-development nexus at the national and 
regional levels, and how have more global trends during the past thirty 
years been played out in the region? These questions cannot be answered 
without reference to the ways in which discourses of identity, recognition 
and misrecognition have changed along with the overall transformation of 
southern Africa. from colonial times to the present, changes in domina-
tion and the structures of governance have worked by shifting discourses of 
recognition, with huge effects on the politics of identity.

As Englund has asserted in regard to the present period, “the spectre of 
discrete identities is a global predicament, promoted by the specific turn 
that liberal ideas have taken to facilitate neoliberal reform in national com-
munities” (Englund 2004:11). to be recognised as poor, as needy, as a sol-
dier for demobilisation compensation, as a counterpart or stakeholder in 
concrete development projects, or just as a “good” citizen, always involves 
and necessitates “a specific aesthetic, a particular form that claims – and 
the social relations that they delineate – must assume in order to be rec-
ognised” (Englund 2004:10). if such forms are not readily available, then 
they must be produced, as Buur and kyed (2005) make amply clear with 
regard to the recognition of traditional authorities in post-conflict Mozam-
bique. Despite being banned and seen as colonial creations, enemies of the 
post-independence state and the cause of civil war, they continue to haunt 
the new party-state. At the beginning of the new millennium, they have 
been recognised and recast as “community authorities” and given extensive 
duties with regard to development implementation, tax-collection, polic-
ing and judicial enforcement, and also form part of the decentralisation 
reforms and of post-conflict preventive measures. 

in a similar way, lars Buur in his chapter deals with the attempts of 
the new government of the African National Congress (ANC) in South 
Africa to gain control over social movements and civil society organisations 
that contest its macroeconomic policies and strategies. Buur situates these 
attempts in a matrix of “making up” a particular form of liberal demo-
cratic participation with the aim of “taming” or “domesticating” forms 
of developmental contestation, which, during the earlier struggle against 
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apartheid, had been inherently uncontrollable and violent. while the at-
tempt to incorporate township residents in a participatory forum was based 
on an inclusive ideology, in effect it became exclusive, simply because it was 
at odds with the organisational basis of movements and campaigns. 

tina Sideris’s chapter also explores how democracy has had contradic-
tory results for the new regime in respect of gender equality in South Af-
rica. on the one hand, women have found new confidence, as state and 
civil society organisations assist them both legally and financially. on the 
other hand, this process has generated an urgent sense of disempowerment 
among some men, which is potentially leading to increased gender vio-
lence. Sideris’s fine-grained analysis of the effects of institutionalising and 
investing in new legal regimes to uphold gender rights through the massive 
expenditure of resources comes as a timely warning against legal attempts 
to prevent violence. By framing the analysis within notions of human secu-
rity and development, Sideris importantly calls attention to an often-over-
looked link between discourses on rights, state intervention and violence. 
it is important to consider that gendered violence in the new South Africa 
cannot simply be understood as a residue of the apartheid order, one that 
will disappear when the democratic transition has been finalised and rights 
– social, political and individual – have become entrenched. According 
to Sideris, violence is one of the languages through which rights are ne-
gotiated in everyday practices. Also, past violence in intimate relations is 
reconstituted and reproduced under new conditions and emerges in often 
surprising forms when it is least expected. 

Common to these contributions is the fact that processes of change ei-
ther create subjects who identify themselves with their new identities or in-
dividuals and groups who deny, contest or challenge such forms of identity. 
when the particular aesthetic form in which discrete identities are rendered 
becomes the object of contestation, such forms of identification are trans-
formed into figures that are (or easily could be) identified as threatening 
the security of state or community. in this way, they become the bodies 
on which sovereignty is inscribed. other chapters, especially kyed’s and 
Jensen’s, deal with the transformation from political to criminal violence 
as the predominant form, which constitutes a separate set of changes as-
sociated with political transformation in southern Africa. Contrary to the 
expectation that development, in the form of democratisation, would re-
duce levels of violence and enhance security, violence and crime seem to be 
multiplying, with the result that crime and violence have become political 
issues that states and governments have to take seriously (Jensen 2004, Buur 
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2003, 2005a). in South Africa, media representations and public opinion 
claim that crime has spun out of control and that the country is being 
caught up in a spiral of violence. for some commentators (Shaw 1996, 
kinnes 2000, Baker 2002a), this is hardly surprising. They see increased 
levels of crime and violence as being a natural result of transitions from 
highly militarised regimes towards democracies in which social controls are 
relaxed and where the state apparatus, which has often been de-legitimised 
by its past transgressions, is at its weakest. 

This argument, whether it has merit or not, indicates that there is a 
different relationship between development and security, since increasing 
security problems are seen as invariably following democratisation. The ar-
gument is based on the claim that crime and violence are in fact rising. 
This is not necessarily the case, as the experience of South Africa indicates 
(Schonteich 2000; see also fajnzylber et al. 1998). However, the argument 
might still have merit if we distinguish between “real crime levels”, that is, 
crime levels that are measurable, and perceptions thereof. Then, transitions 
do not necessarily make societies more violent: rather, transitions are pe-
riods during which most identities are destabilised, institutions are placed 
under reconstruction and ontological insecurity dominates (Schärf 2001). 
in South Africa, as elsewhere, many ordinary people and state representa-
tives argue that democracy compounds the problem of crime and violence 
because it protects the criminals through its elaborate system of rights. 
Human rights activists in turn will argue that rights are not problematic 
if and when the police and the criminal justice system manage to sort out 
their problems. According to this line of thought, security problems are 
temporary problems of incipient and imperfect democratisation: when the 
first phases have been completed, society will continue on the development 
course. 

However, other commentators insist that there is a more foundational 
relationship between security, criminalisation and development as improve-
ments of forms of life in its present neo-liberal configuration. in his chap-
ter, Buur, for instance, challenges the thesis of imperfect democratisation. 
He demonstrates how law enforcement can produce criminal actors. Social 
movements and campaigns contesting the ANC government’s social and 
economic policies have had to adapt to the new democratic dispensation, 
in which a new set of acts and regulations aimed at reforming repressive 
apartheid legislation on public gatherings soon demonstrated that even the 
most comprehensive, human-rights sensitive constitution provides the state 
with potentially powerful tools for curbing public dissent. interpretation 
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of the legal frameworks by state officials meant that demonstrators were 
arrested on their way to legally sanctioned meetings and strict bail condi-
tions were set. Moreover, the acts were interpreted in such a way as to make 
public gatherings illegal and criminal. whereas some acts used to be po-
litical, they have now been criminalised. Buur highlights the link between 
developmental contestations and criminalisation. when the state “has the 
monopoly of the political, the preservation of order within the state is es-
sentially a problem not of politics, but of the police” (preuss 1999:161). 
Decisions regarding who is criminal and, therefore, the object for securiti-
sation are consequently intimately linked to “symbolic violence” (Bourdieu 
and wacquant 1992), that is, forms of procedural and bureaucratic au-
thority that legitimise certain practices and render others illegitimate and 
undemocratic. 

Duffield (2001a) also takes issue with the treatment of security problems 
as simply passing problems of incipient and imperfect democratisation. He 
relates the securitisation of development to the disappearance of the bi-
polar world and to reconfigurations in global capitalism. whereas violence 
and conflict were previously seen as an occasionally justified indicator of 
social transformation in many Third world countries, today’s policy mak-
ers and observers view violence as indicators of danger, social dysfunction 
and anomie (see also wieviorka 2003). inequality is no longer a sufficient 
reason for conflict. rather, inequality and the ensuing violence are dangers 
from which the wealthy part of the world must protect itself through in-
creased surveillance and security interventions (Duffield 2001a:7). 

Duffield’s argument that security has travelled from the rich part of the 
world to the underdeveloped part of the world is expanded by wacquant 
(1999), who argues that a neo-liberal orthodoxy on security has been dis-
seminated from American think-tanks to the rest of the world. This neo-
liberal orthodoxy is “aiming to criminalize poverty – and thereby to nor-
malize precarious wage labour. [it has been] incubated in America, [and] is 
being internationalized … in the realm of ‘Justice’” (wacquant 1999:321). 
This has led to the proliferation of concepts such as the “war on drugs”, 
“war on crime” and “zero tolerance” across the globe, from New York to 
Cape town (wacquant 1999:329). According to both Duffield (2001a) 
and wacquant (1999), this discursive shift has profound implications for 
processes of democratic inclusion and exclusion, and the ability to sustain 
livelihoods for those areas and groups that are being criminalised. 

At a general level, analysts have characterised the post-Cold war epoch 
as having transformed political discourse. As post-colonial abandonment, 
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de-industrialisation, the collapse of welfare states, the breaking down of 
bipolarity and “accumulation by dispossession” (Duffield 2004b) have 
proceeded, the “other” of hegemonic political discourse has ceased to be 
identified as the colonial subject, the proletarian, the disenfranchised but 
struggling racial minority or the communist. As feldman (2004) notes, the 
“other” has reappeared as the drug dealer, the person living with AiDS, the 
terrorist, but also, we would add, the illegal migrant and political adversaries. 
in the securocratic ideology of “public safety wars” (feldman 204:331–2), 
they are demonised as border crossers in a world where national borders are 
perceived as leaking. Hence border controls are being replaced by different 
designs of spatial control, as the co-authored contribution from Jensen and 
Buur aptly illustrates.

old and “new” sites of development and security
knowing that power always works through the social organisation of space 
in different “territorialising regimes” (wilson 2004), it comes as no surprise 
that the production of spaces and boundaries represents certain continui-
ties in development-security linkages from colonial times to the present. 
when ideas of people being differently valued and endowed in terms of 
capacities for development, self-determination and decency combine with 
strategic designs for the containment and control of danger and threat, 
we tend to get a “police concept of history” (rancière, quoted in feld-
man 2004), that is, the production of a visual dichotomy of ideal, safe 
spaces and dystopic, risk-laden spaces that impinge on and threaten safe 
spaces. As de Certeau (1984) has argued, this division of space between 
civilised, “proper places” and an unruly (barbarian) environment that can 
be made subject to surveillance from the proper places, is a constant figure 
of strategic thinking in military, political and business circles. Against the 
grain of Duffield’s (2004a) insistence that the merging of development and 
security is a recent phenomenon, we find this spatialised configuration of 
sovereign power and biopower, of violent oppression and the development 
of moral citizens, at different points in the history of southern Africa, from 
colonial times through the Cold war counter-insurgency wars to the era of 
democratic dispensations with wars on crime, illegal migration and politi-
cal enemies.

in colonial times, the nexus of development and security was present 
in the form of the divide between the directly ruled, more or less demo-
cratic, predominantly white urban areas, and the indirectly ruled rural ar-
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eas, where traditional, non-democratic forms of governance predominated 
(Mamdani 1996). Elaborate schemes were put in place to control the influx 
of the rural population into the cities by means of the law. The enforcement 
of these laws took the form of policing the “internal frontier” (Chandavar-
kar 1998:206). Chandavarkar, whose work explores colonial policing in 
Bombay, notes that it worked on the premise that the subaltern, colonised 
people were highly inflammable, and consequently, that the colonial au-
thorities “should, for the sake of its own subjects as much as itself, maintain 
and strengthen public order and stamp out disturbances at the first sign of 
their appearance” (Chandavarkar 1998:216). if disorder were allowed to 
persist for long, it would become virtually impossible to stamp out: there-
fore it had to be dealt with through any conceivable means, including ex-
cessive violence. it was common knowledge among colonial authorities in 
both india and South Africa that white rule was utterly precarious (James 
1987, Brogden and Shearing 1993, Chawthra 1993). Consequently, enor-
mous efforts were spent on policing the internal frontier, that is, the fine 
line separating white rule – read civilisation – and the miasma of chaos 
that would be sure to ensue should the subaltern population gain the up-
per hand. policing the internal frontier of the colonies has nonetheless left 
many traces that have re-emerged either directly or in revised versions in 
different constellations. 

Although the portuguese colonial system of indirect rule never became 
as well developed as that of the British colonies, by the turn of the 19th 
century it had come to rely on governance through chiefs. over time, a bi-
furcated society emerged, divided along racial and cultural lines, separating 
the population into indígenas governed by African custom on which colo-
nial laws were superimposed, and não-indígenas entitled to full portuguese 
citizenship (kyed 2005:5). During the 1960s, when decolonisation set new 
normative standards for the evaluation of colonial regimes, the coercive 
character of portuguese colonial rule came under criticism from the inter-
national community. This was reflected in a range of policy changes for the 
Mozambican colony, where the Indigenato was abolished and greater efforts 
were made towards improving rural development and stabilising rural pop-
ulations through territorial arrangements. Borrowed from the uN strategy 
for development in the 1950s and adopted by the British and french in 
their colonies, “community development” was introduced. with it came 
“villagisation” or aldeamento, which aimed to concentrate the population 
in development clusters (see Scott 1998:223–61, kyed 2005:7–8). 
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using communities as sites of governance was an attempt to make rural 
dwellers responsible for their own development and reduce colonial ad-
ministration costs. in practice, community development was also viewed 
as an effective tool to counter the nationalist liberation struggles raging on 
the African continent, which finally came to Mozambique too (Coelho 
1993:151–3). Accompanying the use of communities as sites of develop-
ment was the deployment of “psycho-social service” workers who, in the 
name of “community development,” gathered intelligence “anticipating 
what would be, in the following years, a truly hearts and minds campaign 
against frelimo” (Coelho 1993:158). Making communities legible to the 
colonial state by establishing the influence of chiefs over defined territorial 
units over which they had jurisdiction has had a profound bearing on how 
the rural populations have been governed since this policy was introduced. 
The most recent example of this has been the recognition, in 2000, of tradi-
tional leaders as “community authorities” whose core aspects and concepts 
bear an alarming similarity to colonial modes of governance.

The nexus between development and security thus has a long history, 
but it became even more obvious in relation to the counter-insurgency 
campaigns of the 1970s and 1980s analysed in the chapter by Buur. Here, 
spatialised security-development linkages in the form of “winning Hearts 
and Minds” (wHAM) strategies, which had been advocated by, for ex-
ample, trinquier (1961) and McCuen (1966), were further developed. in 
their analysis, and taking account of revolutionary guerrilla tactics, coun-
ter-insurgency strategies must concentrate on areas loyal to the regime with 
a high population density, which must be cleansed of insurgents by using 
excessive violence. This is the so-called “oil-spot” strategy. Extending from 
this “proper place”, in de Certeau’s terminology, still more areas are pacified 
and rendered open to a different form of state presence, while displaced or 
captured populations pass through centres or rituals of re-education before 
they can be (re-)integrated as citizens and organised in self-defence patrols 
(Stepputat 1999). when an area has been cleared of the enemy’s presence, 
the civil administration must be made to function again to help and sup-
port the population. As one of the main protagonists of the philosophy 
of counter-insurgency noted: “The government has the task of not only 
counter-organising the population, but creating a favourable environment 
for the population to counter-organise. Vital to this environment is the 
establishment of an effective administration with the welfare of the people 
at heart” (McCuen 1966:326). 



The Security-Development nexus

2�

The purpose of counter-organisation is to establish sustainable secure 
bases throughout the country so that the army will not need to liberate 
the same areas repeatedly. Hence, counter-insurgency is not just a mili-
tary or security issue, but a “psycho-politico-military process” (McCuen 
1966:327) in which populations are divided into two groups: those who 
can be improved and re-educated, and those who have to be exterminated. 
in other words, programmes and discourses of development are deliber-
ately used for purposes of security. This also means that security personnel 
become “armed bureaucrats” (Seegers 1987:158), while military personnel 
need to be “dynamic”. This is not something that is confined to one role, 
but, as Seegers has shown for the South African Defence force’s (SADf) 
involvement in Namibia, increasing numbers of military personnel came 
to serve as “teachers, veterinarians, agricultural advisors and technicals, 
dentists, doctors, psychiatrists, nature conservationists, and social work-
ers” (Seegers 1997:158). This process was not confined to Namibia, but also 
became a known strategy in South Africa, with “the army of development” 
and “Bantustan bureaucrats” operating in both urban and rural areas, pro-
viding “more than just services” by playing a key role in securing “healthy 
human and race relations” (Seegers 1997). Here the image of the soldier 
was, of course, that of a man of action, but equally a person working in 
areas populated by people deemed worthy of “heart-and-minds” treatment: 
“a friend of the Black man who is prepared to defend him” (Seegers 1997). 
The merger of development and security makes it obvious that any linear 
transition from “war” to “peace” is difficult to maintain, but it also shows 
how development has been entrusted with the task of controlling and paci-
fying target populations, as well as being a bridgehead for security. 

Democracy, it is asserted, not least in southern Africa, should herald a 
new age in which state violence is replaced by a new social contract between 
the state and its citizens, in which contemporary processes of democratisa-
tion include a transition to multi-party competition, decentralisation and 
an increased emphasis on community participation in local governance 
and development. underpinning this shift has been an increased focus on 
universalising human rights, as well as securing social, cultural and po-
litical rights in the form of policies that permit the inclusion of formerly 
excluded individuals and groups of people. As such, democracy functions 
implicitly and therefore silently as a normative backdrop for a priori judg-
ments on past policies and practices. As Arendt (1982:80) has pointed out 
with kant in mind, the faculty of imagination provides both schemata for 
cognition and examples for judgment. understood in this manner, democ-
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racy has become an important imaginary in southern Africa, allowing for 
the evaluation of apartheid security strategies, direct and indirect colonial 
rule, former development strategies and so on. As a political imaginary, 
it promises to change ideals and practices, but this may sometimes occur 
without substantial change in the discursive representations and concrete 
practices of state and non-state actors. 

Contrary to ideas of radical change, we re-encounter a number of the 
strategic moves associated with counter-insurgency in relation to the war 
on crime and political opposition. in a replay of counter-insurgency strate-
gies from the 1980s, the criminal or the political adversary has replaced the 
insurgent (the revolutionary, the communist, the terrorist, etc.), but the 
methods are not dissimilar.2 one example is the Broken window or Zero 
tolerance strategy, which American experts are promoting across the globe 
(wacquant 1999) and which is based on the analysis that misdemeanours 
and minor crimes lead to greater crimes. Hence, the forces of order should 
pay particular attention to disorder, jay-walking, begging, illicit street trad-
ing and other visible signs of social decay, as this constitutes the enabling 
environment in which serious crimes, like drug peddling, gang activities, 
robberies and murders, can thrive. if the police target misdemeanours, this 
will prevent crime and violence from rising. former chief of the New York 
police department william Bratton (1998), widely seen as the father of 
Zero tolerance,3 identifies a number of differences between the police who 
were losing the war on crime in 1990 and his police. Before he took over, 
the police operated in respect to “the three r’s”: rapid response, random 
patrolling and reactive investigation (Bratton 1998:30). Consequently, they 
were always running after crime while at the same time not being visible. 
He changed these priorities through what he called “the three p’s”: partner-
ship, problem-solving and prevention. More police should be employed, 
and they should be visible. 

Clearly, it would be unfair to “community policing”, which is what 
Bratton calls it, or “concerned policing”, as Dennis (1998) calls it, to com-
pare it indiscriminately to counter-insurgency strategies. However, there 

2. parnell argues that, “the past cold war East-west opposition of communism versus 
capitalism could be transformed today into the myopic relationship of cops and 
robbers” (2003:14).

3. the term “broken window” was first used by wilson and kelling (1982). when 
william Bratton took over the New York transit police in 1990 and became chief 
of police in New York, he introduced the strategy, to which he, and many others, 
attribute the sharply falling crime levels in New York. 
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are a number of similarities. first, both strategies are psycho-politico-mili-
tary projects that combine security and development through the identi-
fication of particular spaces – problem zones – that are pacified through 
security measures. Secondly, both past and present strategies work from the 
premise that the government must strike hard and decisively. A lone bandit 
or beggars in the metro are not minor problems that should be dealt with 
lightly: they are the first signs of a much larger problem that needs to be 
fought like a war. Thirdly, both counter-insurgency and uS-style policing 
strategies work by organising those in support of the regime or the police to 
defend themselves against the onslaught, whether from insurgents or from 
criminals. in other words, they work through the local population to re-
gain and secure lost territory by building partnerships between law-abiding 
citizens in the affected areas, the police and local government structures to 
help develop those areas (Bratton 1998:31–3). 

The critics of the introduction of uS-style policing methods on the Af-
rican continent have suggested that it forms part of “a new colonialism” 
(Brogden and Shearing 1993:95, Dixon 2000:8) mainly governed by the 
requirements of “overseas aid” (Brogden 1996:225). But the spread of this 
type of policing is not restricted to Africa. The emergence of community 
policing during, for instance, the Mozambican and South African political 
transitions forms part of wider systems of globalised changes in governance 
in which the community and its representatives become the spaces that 
order the interface between citizen-subjects and global institutions (rose 
1999; Garland 2001). More substantially, the critics have suggested that 
what is taking place is the imposition of a potentially proactive model of 
policing especially on underdeveloped countries, which, some would claim, 
lack the democratic history that underpins the community policing role in 
long-established democracies (see in particular, Bayley 1995:91). The intro-
duction of community policing has, quite legitimately, been seen as part of 
the enforcement of a particular form of liberal democracy that may have 
little or no relevance to the African experience, but is guided primarily by 
the need for social stability in pursuit of economic growth strategies, rather 
than community priorities (Brogden 2004). As Buur (2005b) has shown, 
the South African community-policing model includes the use of a spa-
tial matrix based on the local governance unit of the ward for ascendancy, 
which is more often than not at odds with the organising basis of non-state 
judicial enforcement organisations. The model can therefore be seen as a 
formal redrawing of the space for governance between the authority of state 
on the one hand, and the liberty of rights-bearing, autonomous, individual 
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subject-citizens of the nation on the other. one can debate, however (see 
Buur 2005b:257), to what extent it is solely autonomous individuals that 
are produced, rather than individuals conditioned by political allegiance to 
a dominant government too. 

As Helene kyed illustrates in her chapter on the former war zones of 
Mozambique, community policing works through a double-edged proc-
ess of recognition/inclusion and reordering/exclusion structured by clear 
political imperatives. Here, party political affiliation informs the catego-
ries of citizen/non-citizen and non-criminals/criminals. Superimposed on 
these categories are emic denominations drawn from the 16-year civil war. 
where the enemy was then referred to as the “people who make confusion”, 
that is, renamo insurgents, “confusion” today refers to criminals, that is, 
anybody who supports or potentially could support the opposition political 
party. Here, for instance, a person declining to pay the obligatory head tax 
becomes an index of political affiliation. At the core of this is a particular 
political ethos that cannot be understood without taking into account the 
history of the liberation struggles and civil wars that characterise southern 
African countries. As Buur demonstrates, less than a decade after South 
Africa’s apparently miraculous transition from apartheid to constitutional 
democracy, the political culture of monism developed during the 1980s is 
still structuring the implementation of new government policies, as well as 
the forms of resistance that such policies trigger, though in a displaced per-
spective. The key to decoding political contestations in the new South Af-
rica is thus based on the circulation of past struggle narratives concerning 
hidden and evil forces and the enemies of the ANC (Jensen 2001). Con-
sequently, any opponent of the government’s economic policies becomes 
recast as a (past) enemy, and cannot therefore be included in democratic 
forums. Classification as an “enemy” of the ANC, Buur shows, a priori 
undermines any claims to legitimacy and allows exceptional means to be 
deployed, even killing. 

The point is, as Metsola and Melber, rasmussen and Hammar also 
point out, that within selected spaces citizens have been simultaneously 
criminalised and securitised through particular benevolent state cam-
paigns, often conducted in the name of development. Subjects of develop-
ment are turned into objects of security. A common characteristic of these 
practices of criminalisation and simultaneous securitisation is the identifi-
cation of a dangerous “other” who can be eliminated (by fire, demolition, 
displacement, torture, even death), contained (by imprisonment, intimi-
dation) and/or ignored (by being denied access to crucial services). These 
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practices have been justified publicly by invoking the law, backed up by 
particular administrative, developmental and/or moral-political projects. 
This combination of discourse and practice exploits an image of the re-
sponsible and caring state that is nonetheless able to assert its sovereignty 
fully and exclude from development those it considers a threat or defines 
as enemies of the state. where violent state practices have in some cases 
both increased and become visible, in other cases criminalisation and secu-
ritisation have become invisible by being embedded in ordinary develop-
ment projects. in order to capture this double-edged movement, there is, as 
Hammer points out, a methodological need to explore in greater depth how 
subjects encountering discourses and practices working with and through 
the security-development nexus themselves experience and respond to acts 
of state violence and exclusion. That is, closer attention should be paid to 
the ways in which those who have been violated and excluded by diverse 
and often benevolent state projects and practices redefine the terms of their 
entitlement to livelihoods, security and belonging, while also trying to re-
legitimise their claim to citizenship.
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Thomas Mandrup Jørgensen

You Do Need a Stick to Be Able to use it Gently
The South African Armed forces in The Democratic  

republic of Congo1 

introduction

The primary function of the SANDF is defence against external aggression. 
The other functions are secondary (Department of Defence 1998:29)

from the outset, the relationship between defence and development is seen 
as both an oxymoron and a contingent relationship (williams 2001:57f). 
investment in defence has traditionally been considered as the use of state 
resources in an unproductive sector, something that is highly contested, 
especially in developing economies with limited resources. However, the 
role of the armed forces is changing from the traditional narrow territorial 
defence to a broader societal approach, in which the armed forces are just 
one element in dealing with the security threats that modern societies face. 
in South Africa, the South African National Defence force (SANDf) has 
increasingly been asked to handle secondary tasks, such as domestic polic-
ing, border control and, since 1999, international peace Support opera-
tions (pSo). 

South Africa’s recent involvement in the Democratic republic of Con-
go (DrC) is an example of the government’s new foreign policy strategy, in 
which SANDf should ideally help to secure the foundations of peace and 
stability in the volatile transitional phase between conflict and post con-
flict, and thereby help to promote development. However, South Africa’s 
participation in the united Nations pSo in the DrC, known as MoNuC, 
illustrates the country’s commitment to international multilateral solutions 
and the uN in particular. At the operational level, the deployment of the 
SANDf as part of MoNuC is an example of how the forces cope with the 

1. the research for this article is part of a larger study on the role of the SANDf in 
South African foreign policy. Background interviews were conducted in 2003–04 
both in South Africa and in the DrC. for further reading on the methodological 
criteria and limitations, see Mandrup Jørgensen, “Salvation or Despair of Africa? 
– A Study of the post-apartheid South African Government’s use of the Military 
tool in its foreign policy Conduct”, forthcoming.
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new broadened concept of defence used by the politicians, and shows how 
the two levels interact.2 This chapter will analyse how the African National 
Congress (ANC) government’s economic and political development ambi-
tions are incorporated into national security thinking. it will also inves-
tigate how the pretoria government has used the SANDf strategically as 
part of its general foreign policy approach towards the DrC and establish 
whether the peace-making role in the DrC has been securitised.

SANDf’s new role in peace Support operations

We have to put as much muscle as words into the “African renaissance” … 
There can be no African renaissance without the military.� 

in the SANDf, there has been a tendency to understand the concept of 
security within a classical security studies framework, based on past experi-
ences from the counter-insurgency warfare during the border war era in the 
1970s and 1980s. The South African Defence force (SADf4) was under the 
auspices of the State Security Council (SSC) and was tasked with conduct-
ing both retaliatory attacks and pre-emptive operations against rebel forces 
operating from and supported by neighbouring states. it is accepted that 
western societies5 are in a transitional phase, being faced with a number 
of new and broader security challenges. The focus has moved away from a 
“peace–crisis–war logic”, based on the mobilisation of a defence force, to 
dealing with declared and undeclared challenges or conflicts, which means 
that modern society is in a state of constant preparedness against a multi-
tude of mostly unconventional security threats.6 The consequence of this 

2. the SANDf has serious structural and capacity problems and has problems in 
executing the tasks given to it by the government. for further reading on the struc-
tural problems in the SANDf, see Mandrup Jørgensen, “Salvation or Despair of 
Africa? – A Study of the post-apartheid South African Government’s use of the 
Military tool in its foreign policy Conduct”, forthcoming.

3. South African chief of staff, Gen. Nyanda, quoted in the Mail & Guardian, 20 
August 2003.

4. the name of the South African armed forces changed in 1994 from SADf to 
SANDf to mark the political transition. 

5. Here i consider South Africa as being part of the ‘western Society’ framework, 
even though the country is in many respects a developing country. 

6. lecture given by Niels Madsen, Danish Emergency Service, at DiiS, Copenhagen, 
April 2004.
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is that traditional distinctions between civilian readiness, both state and 
NGo, and military readiness are undergoing significant change and are 
being incorporated into what is called “integrated thinking” in defence 
circles.7 professor Bengt Sundelius has described this as a move away from 
“total defence” to “societal defence”, the difference being that, within tra-
ditional total defence thinking, every societal sector supports the defence 
forces’ efforts against an external aggressor. in the societal defence concept, 
the defence force is reduced to being part of the combined efforts of the 
different government institutions in securing the safety and security of the 
society.8 it can to a certain extent be argued that the strategic thinking 
introduced in the 1977 South African Defence white paper, the so-called 
total national strategy and the national security management system, was 
to an extreme degree organised to be able to handle both declared and un-
declared security challenges in an attempt to protect the interests of white 
South Africa. The idea of “integrated thinking” was therefore the driving 
element in this strategic thinking. However, the post-1994 military tasks 
given to the SANDf were significantly different from the previous counter-
insurgency experience. The new government wished to reduce the offen-
sive capability of the force as a confidence-building measure in relation to 
neighbouring countries. The SANDf was, together with other government 
departments, to take part in creating security for the individual South Af-
rican citizen.

Another element in determining the role of the South African armed 
forces in the society is to look at the perception of what constitutes a security 
challenge, i.e., what is singled out by the securitising actors as constituting 
a security threat. As argued by wæver, this is not the act of individuals, but 
the result of a political bargaining process (wæver 2004:12). Security is ba-
sically concerned with survival. The security thinking of the late apartheid 
regime is very instructive in this respect, because its main objective was the 
survival of the white-led regime in South Africa. Neighbouring states were 
consequently considered to constitute a threat to the survival of the regime, 
and were securitised accordingly. The military strategy, the total national 
strategy, was developed to create security from this urgent threat to exist-
ence. By the late 1980s, however, it ended up creating insecurity, because 
the regime found it increasingly difficult to defend itself against massive 

7. lecture given by Commander r.D.N. torben Ø. Jørgensen at the seminar Danish-
South African Dialogue on Security, May 2004. 

8. lecture given by professor Bengt Sundelius, at DiiS, Copenhagen, 29 April 
2004.
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civilian resistance. Even though the total national strategy was defensive in 
nature, it included offensive strategic measures in an attempt to defuse the 
threat against apartheid South Africa.9 Apartheid policies were also secu-
ritised in the neighbouring countries, where South Africa was perceived as 
a direct threat to the sovereignty of these states. Despite this, the pretoria 
regime managed to keep the frontline States dependent on South Africa, 
particularly by forcing them to use South Africa as the main transit route 
for the import and export of goods. The main security challenge for the 
pretoria regime was, apart from the threat posed by the large majority of 
its own population, to destabilise the neighbouring states to an extent that 
they did not constitute a direct conventional threat to South Africa. This 
strategy was very successful except in Angola, where the involvement of 
Cuba and the uSSr during the 1980s made it increasingly difficult for the 
apartheid forces to match the combined Angolan/Cuban/russian/SwApo 
forces.10 

After the transition in 1994, seven different armies were merged into 
the SANDf11, which now had to define and find a new role for itself. The 
new constitution secured civilian control over the national security struc-
tures, by establishing among other things a civilian defence secretariat in 
the Department of Defence (DoD). The idea was to pull back the SANDf 
from the political sphere, and confine it to being a defence force serving the 
state and the South African nation12 in its totality. There were even sections 
of South African society that questioned whether the new South Africa 
needed a defence force at all. The 1996 defence white paper on defence 
and the subsequent 1998 review stipulated that the future defence force’s 

�. Even defensive military strategies, for instance, Non-offensive Defence (NoD), 
have offensive elements built in, both in terms of actual force design and strategic 
set-up. the SADf constituted a relatively small permanent force with a large mo-
bilisation capacity, which could be deployed in the event of a crisis. it was designed 
as a reaction force, attempting to deter potential attackers. Despite the nature of 
the regime, the apartheid state did not have any territorial ambitions towards the 
neighbouring states, and the major issue was defence against internal and external 
threat. 

10. for further reading on the counter-insurgency wars during the apartheid era, see 
Mandrup Jørgensen 2001. 

11. the seven armies were the SADf, the Azanian people’s liberation Army (AplA), 
Mkhonto we Sizwe (Mk) and the four homeland armies. 

12. it is, of course, debatable whether in an ethnically heterogeneous society it makes 
any sense to talk about a nation. the point of using the term in this context is to 
stress that the new SANDf was to serve and represent all groups in society, and not 
just a small segment.
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primary task would be to protect the territorial integrity of the state, and 
only limited resources were to be set aside for international pSos. one of 
the problems that the SANDf faced from 1994 until 1999 was a lack of 
consistency in South Africa’s foreign policy. The SANDf found it difficult 
to choose a development path in its efforts to create the necessary capabili-
ties for future pSos, because the government had no policy in this field. 
within the force, there was moreover in the mid-1990s widespread opposi-
tion, especially among the former SADf officer corps, to participation in 
international pSos (Heinecken 1999, 56f). There was a fear among offic-
ers of being dragged into open-ended missions on a weak uN mandate, 
together with weak African partners. However, this attitude seems to have 
changed, partly as a consequence of successful participation in several uN 
and Au pSos.13 Some of the sense of insecurity detected by Heinecken’s 
survey (Heinecken 1999) was caused by the widespread downsizing of the 
armed forces, a perception of a lower quality of training, the lack of funds 
to buy new military equipment and the resignation of experienced officers 
from the forces.14 These issues created a sense of doubt and uncertainty 
among staff members about the military capacity of the SANDf to deal 
with future pSos (Heinecken 1999:56f). 

However, in 1999 the government did, despite the vagueness of the rec-
ommendations, present its policies on South African participation in pSos 
in the white paper on peace missions. foreign Minister Zuma stated in an 
address to the South Africa institute of international Affairs (SAiiA) on 1 
November 1999 that:

The fact that South Africa now has a policy on peace keeping and has made 
a practical commitment to start participating in multinational peace missions 
makes it incumbent on the Government to recognise the role that the Defence 
Force will play. This puts a new dimension to the Defence Force in terms of 
South Africa’s international obligations. (Zuma 1999)

13. No recent major surveys have been conducted on the attitude among SANDf staff 
towards deployment in international pSos. However, the series of interviews of 
SANDf personnel by the author did not detect widespread opposition to this kind 
of mission. on the contrary, several members noted they had applied to be part of 
this deployment, primarily because of the extra pay

14. An important issue and limiting factor is the widespread HiV epidemic among 
SANDf personnel. it has been estimated that up to 30 per cent of the soldiers are 
HiV positive and cannot, according to uN Department of peacekeeping opera-
tions (Dpko) regulations, be deployed for uN pSo. the official SANDf figure 
is 21 per cent.
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one of the pressing issues that led to the publication of the white paper was 
the national and international debates on what could be expected of South 
Africa in relation to participation in pSos. The paper aimed at outlining 
what could realistically be expected of South Africa in this regard, and to 
draw up a national policy so that the SANDf could prepare. The paper 
stated:

Although South Africa acknowledges its global responsibilities, the prioritisa-
tion afforded Africa in South African foreign policy makes Africa the prime 
focus of future engagements. South Africa has an obvious interest in preserv-
ing regional peace and stability in order to promote trade and development 
and to avoid the spill over effects of conflict in the neighbourhood. (DFA 
1999:21)

it is outlined in the white paper that, in principle, South Africa is willing to 
participate in all kinds of international pSos, including peace enforcement 
and humanitarian assistance, primarily in Africa. However, pretoria’s re-
cent commitments to African pSos show that the government has moved 
beyond the single battalion15 anticipated in the white paper on peace mis-
sions, which has now been declared to be outdated.16 in March 2005, South 
Africa had deployed more than 3,000 SANDf personnel as part of African 
and uN pSos. (DoD 2005a) The pretoria government has increasingly 
focused its attention on external structural challenges and in 2004 the pri-
mary function of the SANDf was, apart from protecting the state against 
foreign aggression, to support the government’s diplomatic drive in Africa. 
it was furthermore decided to phase out SANDf’s permanent support for 
the police.17 South Africa is politically and militarily involved in both ac-
tual African pSos and in establishing the new African continental and 
regional collective security regimes, in an attempt to limit tension and the 
perception of threat between African states. However, even though several 
apparently important securitising moves have been made in the form of 
diplomatic efforts in Africa and subsequent military involvement, this has 

15. An extended South African battalion is in theory approximately 1,000 soldiers. in 
reality, it often consists of only 600–800 soldiers.

16. interview with SANDf chief director strategy and planning, rear Admiral Hau-
ter, and chief of policy and planning, deputy director-general DoD defence secre-
tariat, Mr. Motumi in the DoD, 26 November 2003.

17. Since 1994, the SANDf has at all times had between 1700–3000 soldiers deployed 
on domestic operations. for further reading, see Mandrup Jørgensen, “Salvation 
or Despair of Africa? – A Study of the post-apartheid South African Government’s 
use of the Military tool in its foreign policy Conduct”, forthcoming.
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not led to extraordinary political commitments, such as increased resource 
allocations for the SANDf. in order to understand this schism it is neces-
sary to investigate the role that securitisation has played in the formation of 
South Africa’s national security policy.

South Africa and national security

In effect, the most difficult military problem to resolve is that of establish-
ing a security system, as inexpensive as possible in time of peace, capable of 
transforming itself very rapidly into a powerful force in case of the danger of 
aggression (DOD 2004)

Security deals with the future, i.e., what happens if we do not act upon a 
perceived threat, or what happens if we act as recommended by the securi-
tising actors (wæver 2004:20). issues that are securitised constitute a threat 
to the survival of the state, and justify the use of extraordinary measures in 
the attempt to handle them (Buzan et al. 1998:21). Extraordinary means 
have to be understood here as setting aside normal political considerations. 
The intervention in lesotho, affirmative action and black empowerment 
policies in South Africa are examples that lie outside the scope of normal 
politics, i.e., issues that are deemed essential for the survival of the state. 
The actions of the apartheid regime in the 1980s, which declared a state of 
emergency on several occasions overruling “normal political procedures”, 
are an example of this. Then, “normal” political processes were partly sus-
pended and partly replaced by presidential or State Security Council (SSC) 
decision-making bodies. But the nature of what is perceived as constituting 
threats to existence in South Africa has, since 1994, been undergoing pro-
found change, and the traditional focus on military sector affairs as con-
stituting threatening issues is no longer necessarily clear cut. other types 
of task have been delegated to the military sector, tasks which might not 
normally be characterised as constituting threats to national security, for 
instance participation in international pSos (Buzan et al. 1998:22). in this 
chapter a security issue is defined as being 

… posited (by a securitising actor) as a threat to the survival of some referent 
object (nation, state, the liberal international economic order, the rain forest 
etc.), which is claimed to have a right to survival. Since a question of survival 
necessarily involves a point of no return at which it will be too late to act, it 
is not defensible to leave this issue to normal politics. The securitising actor 
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therefore claims a right to use extraordinary means or break normal rules, for 
reasons of security. (Buzan and Wæver 200�:71)

in analysing what constitutes “national security”, it is important to have 
distinguished clearly what instances constitute a security issue, the risk of 
course being that more or less everything ends up being a question of secu-
rity (Buzan and wæver 2003:71). “Security” basically deals with survival, 
i.e., in the case of what constitutes South African national security, it deals 
with referent objects that are seen by the securitising actors as constitut-
ing an urgent threat to the survival of the state. This is the case both if 
the focus is on soft human security issues, e.g., social empowerment of 
marginalised groups, or on long-term planning of hard security measures, 
e.g., defence acquisition strategies. for instance, an area that was quickly 
securitised in South Africa was race relations. The political level decided to 
implement unyielding affirmative action (AA) programmes, because the 
issue of proportionate racial quotas was deemed to constitute a direct and 
urgent threat to the state, and the ANC itself, if not addressed.18 official 
South Africa had to reflect the demographic composition of the popula-
tion, and harsh public employment and right-sizing reforms were initiated. 
The main political opposition, the Democratic Alliance (DA) has criticised 
government for its strategy and argues in favour of a softer version of AA.19 
According to Buzan et al., the securitising situation must be understood as 
one extreme end of a continuum, where the other pole is non-politicised 
issues, i.e., matters that the state, the media, etc., have no interest in. in 
between the two are the issues that are politicised, i.e., the topics that are 
part of the public debate. The process of securitising an issue will often be 
the result of a bureaucratic bargaining process involving the securitising 
actor and the audience about whether an issue should be securitised or not 
(Buzan et al. 1998:26). However, the actors are not equally important and 
influential in the securitising process, and cultural and social capital, in a 
Bourdieuan sense, have an importance in how the legitimacy of a particu-
lar statement is viewed. As Buzan et al. argue, the important question in 
analysing security is “who can ‘do’ security in the name of what” (Buzan 
et al. 1998:45). The South African president since 1999, Thabo Mbeki, will 
for instance, generally have a better chance of succeeding in a securitising 

18. it has to be remembered that the issue of race has long been securitised in South Af-
rica, and that it has merely continued to be so, with, however, a different content. 

1�. See for instance DA policy paper ‘opportunity for all’ http://www.da.org.za/da/
Site/Eng/policies/Downloads/Empowerment.asp



you Do need a Stick to Be Able to use It Gently

45

move in respect of national security than the average man on the street. 
However, in South Africa individual researchers and NGos had, and to a 
certain extent still have, significant influence in the drafting of the various 
white papers and thereby shaping the foundations of the national security 
strategy. This might be one of the reasons why, today, there exists a dichot-
omy between the structure and capabilities of the SANDf and the political 
ambitions and realities at the political level.

Contemporary security challenges to South Africa
The South African society is today confronted by a number of security 
challenges that the society needs to prepare for. These threats are basically 
fourfold:
1. Armed attack by another state, i.e., military intervention;
2. Armed attack by another actor, e.g., terrorists; 
3. Attack by another state, e.g., through trade, financial or other types of 

non-military intervention; and
4. Attack by another actor, e.g., information operations, critical infra-

structure, virus attacks
on top of these issues are structural threats that are not intentional attacks, 
e.g., nuclear plants, epidemics, state failure and collapse, violent civil unrest 
and migration (often the direct consequences of conflict, lack of devel-
opment and instability).20 Challenges can generally be divided into those 
which create insecurity, i.e., threats that the society cannot defend itself 
against, and those that create security, i.e., threats that the society is able to 
defend itself against (wæver 2004:13). former president Nelson Mandela 
has repeatedly argued that the single largest threat to peace and stability in 
South Africa itself is poverty and social inequality, which falls into this last 
category. Generally, the political parties in parliament seem to agree on the 
securitisation of these issues, though disagreements exist on the implemen-
tation strategies.21 According to former Minister of Defence Joe Modise, 
the new understanding of national security has been broadened so that:

20. lecture given by professor Bengt Sundelius, 29 April 2004, at DiiS, Copenhagen, 
29 April 2004.

21. See, for instance, president Nelson Mandela’s speech at the freedom Day celebra-
tions in umtata, 27 April 1999.
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In the new South Africa national security is no longer viewed as a predomi-
nantly military and police problem. It has been broadened to incorporate po-
litical, economic, social and environmental matters. At the heart of this new 
approach is a paramount concern with the security of people. Security is an 
all-encompassing condition in which the individual citizens live in freedom, 
peace and safety; participate fully in the process of governance; enjoy the pro-
tection of fundamental rights; have access to resources and the basic necessities 
of life; and inhabit an environment which is not detrimental to their health 
and well-being (Lekota quoted in Cawthra 1999:7f)

The result is that from 1994 domestic social development and the govern-
ment’s redistribution and Development programme (rDp)22 have become 
central elements in South African security thinking.23 Especially issues 
such as land redistribution and black economic empowerment are topics 
that the present government has presented as issues that are so urgent and 
fundamental that they need to be moved beyond the scope of “normal” 
political processes. one of the reasons for this is that the strength of a state 
has more to do with its internal socio-political cohesion than its actual 
power. The stronger its socio-political cohesion, the more likely it will per-
ceive its security challenges as being predominantly external.24 in the case 
of South Africa, it can be argued that the government focused on domestic 
issues as constituting the biggest threat to security during its first ten years 
in power after the transformation from apartheid. 

when politicians like Modise and Mandela designate particular soft 
issues as existing threats, their action legitimises the use of extraordinary 
means to deal with the situation.25 The SANDf planners therefore have to 
look to these primary tasks in their planning and determine where the pri-
orities are to be found. Domestically, South Africa is faced with the HiV/

22. replaced by the more liberal economic Growth, Employment and redistribution 
(GEAr) programme in 1996.

23. wæver argues that much literature on what security is, in reality is about what is 
also security. Modise’s statement falls well within this category, and must be seen 
as a classic example of the thinking in government circles in pretoria. for further 
reading, see wæver 2004:8.

24. for further reading, see for instance Buzan and wæver 2003 and Jackson 1993. 
25. in South Africa, an example of this is the secrecy surrounding the statistics concern-

ing the incidence of HiV/AiDS in the armed forces: DoD is extremely reluctant 
to give out accurate figures, because this has been deemed a strategic issue. this is 
a departure from normal procedures in the DoD since 1994. the department has 
been extremely open, giving the public access to many reports and documents that 
in most states would be classified. 
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AiDS epidemic, poverty and crime as the most pressing issues, which have 
become national strategic issues. in Southern Africa, the structural threats 
and political and economic intervention by other states are the most press-
ing issues, because no direct conventional military threat exists. However, 
South Africa is geographically located in what Holsti defines as a zone of 
war26 and experiences constant pressure on its borders from refugees and 
illegal immigrants from its Southern African neighbours, who see South 
Africa as the land of opportunity. SANDf therefore needs to be able to 
plan according to these perceived security threats. A central security threat 
is the failed and fragile states that are closely interlinked with the issue of 
migration. individuals flee from poverty and conflict. The concept of na-
tional security has traditionally been investigated at the national state level. 
However, security is of a relational nature and should be investigated at a 
regional level (Buzan and wæver 2003:43). in the case of South Africa, the 
state’s national security concerns cannot be analysed separately from those 
of the regional Security Complex (rSC) it belongs to.27 Questions as to 
what can be considered security are therefore often closely interlinked with 
foreign policy issues. Security issues such as food security, access to water, 
drought and political instability cut across territorial borders, and can have 
serious implications for peace and stability in a region. This type of issue 
therefore has direct bearing on areas that traditional security theory de-
fined as national security.28 A nation’s foreign policy reflects the perception 
of security that dominates the decision-making actors’ actions. ideas and 
norms are an important element in this process, because they function as a 
kind of road map and guide the choice of the main political objectives. By 
choosing one path, other avenues are no longer open and political decisions 
therefore also function as limiting elements. to choose in favour of some-
thing also means to remove other options. ideas and norms therefore also 
function as a determining factor in forming and joining alliances, because 
the very basic ideas and norms will often form the basis for a larger sense of 
community among the actors in an alliance or regime. political ideas will, 

26. for further, reading see Holsti 1996. 
27. South Africa is tied closely to its immediate sub-region, traditionally the SADC, 

and excluding tanzania and the DrC, which constitutes the rSC in Southern 
Africa. After the transition in 1994, the South African sphere of influence has been 
widened and the regional Security Complex (rSC) arguably increased. 

28. the political crisis in Zimbabwe can be seen as an example of this, where for in-
stance food security is used by political actors and becomes a question of national 
security and the survival of the state/regime.
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if accepted by the actors, become settled rules or norms over time. in its 
foreign policy conduct, South Africa has been pivotal in introducing new 
political ideas and reforms, which have led to the establishment of new 
African institutions and collective security frameworks.29 This has led to 
new norms, and rules have been introduced and are becoming rooted on 
the continent. 

South Africa in its new role as the “African peace broker”
The DrC conflict has been called the first African “world war”, because 
by 1999 it involved six or seven foreign states and a large number of rebel 
factions in the DrC itself. There was by then a risk that the conflict would 
escalate into a conventional interstate African war. luckily, the conflict 
did not spill over into the region and was contained within the borders of 
the DrC.30 The war began in late 1996 when the combined anti-Mobu-
toist rebel forces of the Alliance of Democratic forces for the liberation 
of Congo-Zaire (ADfl) led by laurent Désiré kabila, with support from 
rwanda and uganda, started its advance on kinshasa: by 16 May 1997 
the reign of Mobuto had ended. kabila promised a sceptical international 
community that he would initiate a democratisation process and call gen-
eral elections within three years. in return, he received both international 
recognition as the new legitimate leader of the DrC and membership of 
Southern African Development Community (SADC). However, in early 
1998 joint eastern Congolese rebels and rwandan and ugandan govern-
ment forces started an offensive against kabila’s regime as a result of the in-
creased political disagreement between kabila and his former allies. forces 
from Zimbabwe, Angola and Namibia came to kabila’s rescue, the result 
being a military stalemate.31 Both uganda and rwanda had their own 
strategic considerations for being involved: uganda wanted to target anti-
government rebel forces operating from ituri province in particular, while 

2�. for instance, institutional reform in SADC, SACu, the establishment of Au/
NEpAD, the peace and Security Council under the Au.

30. this is not to say that domestic conflicts in Angola, Central African republic, 
rwanda, Burundi and uganda were not linked with the conflict in the DrC, but 
merely to stress the point that the fighting inside the DrC between the parties did 
not lead to interstate military confrontations outside the DrC.

31. for further reading on the so-called SADC allied force, see Mandrup Jørgensen, 
“Salvation or Despair of Africa? – A Study of the post-apartheid South African 
Government’s use of the Military tool in its foreign policy Conduct”, forthcom-
ing.
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rwanda still had the former Hutu génocidaires operating from the kivus to 
deal with (Breytenbach et al. 1999:8). At a later stage in the conflict, other 
elements such as economic incentives, became important factors in fuelling 
the conflict, as was evident when heavy fighting broke out in 1999 between 
the forces of the two alliances to control the city of kisangani. 

in 1999 the foreign parties to the conflict signed the lusaka peace agree-
ment, securing a cessation of hostilities among themselves and creating a 
framework for the withdrawal of foreign forces from the DrC. However, as 
argued by the South African foreign Minister Zuma in 2000, the:

… problems with the Congo agreement were two-fold. Firstly the neighbours, 
Burundi and Uganda, had armed groups based in Congo thus creating a mili-
tary conflict. The major problem foreseen was dealing with the armed groups 
that were not signatories to the agreement and not committed to peace. Sec-
ondly there was no movement in terms of democratization in the Congo and 
the people were feeling despondent. (Zuma 2000)

 The 1999 lusaka agreement had settled the basis for the withdrawal of 
foreign forces from the DrC, but did not settle the issues related to the 
domestic conflict. The inter-Congolese Dialogue (iCD) was a result of the 
lusaka agreement, and was initiated in Addis Ababa in october 2001 with 
active South African involvement (DfA 2003). However, the necessary re-
sources and framework for the negotiations were not in place, and the iCD 
was adjourned and relocated to Sun City, and partly financed by South 
Africa. The negotiations were to be all inclusive and under the supervision 
of Sir ketumile Masire, the SADC-appointed mediator, but from 9 April 
they were partly taken over by president Mbeki. The first phase of the iCD 
finished on 18 April 2002, with a partial agreement signed by one of two 
major rebel movements, the Mouvement de libération du Congo (MlC), 
and the kabila government. Despite the late intervention by president 
Mbeki, the rwanda-backed rassemblement congolais pour la démocratie-
Goma (rCD-Goma) and a coalition of civil society groups refused to sign 
this agreement, partly as a result of heavy pressure from rwanda, which 
wanted security assurances from the kabila government, but also because 
of disagreements over the arrangements for power sharing during the tran-
sitional phase. foreign Minister Zuma stated in parliament about the Sun 
City agreement that:

The recently concluded Inter-Congolese Dialogue in Sun City provides the 
necessary impetus for the inclusive process towards peace and stability. Only 
an all-inclusive agreement that will lead to the re-unification of the Congo and 
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a transition to democracy will create sustainable peace and spare the war weary 
people of Congo more hardship. (Zuma 2002)

in her speech to parliament in May 2002, foreign Minister Zuma thus un-
derlined that the government’s all-inclusive negotiation strategy had been 
and still was the only way forward in finding a lasting peace. By stating 
this, she also underlined that the strategy put forward by the warring states 
would not lead to a lasting solution of the problems facing the DrC. in the 
month after the Sun City conference, the South African government, with 
president Mbeki in charge, worked hard to bring the remaining groups 
into an all-inclusive agreement. This objective was only reached after the 
signing of a bilateral agreement between the governments of rwanda and 
DrC on the conditions for the withdrawal of rwandan troops in the sum-
mer of 2002. Joint South African-uN led negotiations were resumed in 
South Africa in october 2002 and were finalised with the signing of the 
so-called Global and All inclusive Agreement in pretoria on 17 December 
2002. This provided for the establishment of a transitional government 
with Joseph kabila32 as president, with four vice-presidents each represent-
ing one of the two major factions, the government and civil society. The 
central areas of responsibility were also divided between the main parties. 
Multi-party elections were scheduled for June 2005. 

A central element in the peace agreements among the parties in the con-
flict relates to the disarmament, demobilisation, repatriation, resettlement 
and reintegration (DDr(rr)) of both foreign and domestic combatants. 
The DDr(rr) process has in several instances been deemed to be pivotal 
to the possible cessation of the conflict and instability in the eastern part of 
the DrC. in a report by the uN Security Council drafted as early as 2001, 
it was stated that: 

The disarmament, demobilization, reintegration and repatriation or resettle-
ment of armed groups is the key to ending the conflict in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo. Resolving the remaining problems would remove any 
need for foreign troops to remain in the east of the country, immeasurably 
improve the security and quality of economic life for the area’s inhabitants, 
and neutralize a dangerous source of conflict and instability in the region. 
(UN 2001:16) 

South Africa has from the outset been closely involved in this process as 
part of the oversight and verification committees. South African involve-

32. Became president in January 2001 after the assassination of his father. 
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ment must furthermore be seen as running along three parallel tracks, one 
being the mediating role, another being participation in the uN pSo mis-
sion in the DrC and the third being post-conflict reconstruction, for in-
stance, screening and training the new army. The close linkages between 
the two latter are to be found in the areas of the DDr(rr) of foreign fight-
ers and the DDr process for domestic non-statutory forces, numbering 
an estimated 300,000 combatants (Boshoff 2005:8), and the subsequent 
agreement among South Africa, Belgium and the DrC on assistance in 
forming a new army. However, the DDr(rr) process has been proceeding 
much slower than initially expected. The continued instability in especially 
the eastern DrC has meant that the combatants have been reluctant to 
hand in their weapons.33 According to the South African military attaché, 
the DrC lacks the necessary resources to execute the process. At the politi-
cal level, the actors in the transitional government have so far dragged their 
feet about creating the needed institutional framework. The law regulating 
the new army, for instance, was not passed until in october 2004, after 
long negotiations, more than a year after the formation of the new transi-
tional parliament and government. According to the South African ambas-
sador to the DrC, there was for a period a disagreement between the uN 
and the South African government regarding mandate for the DDD(rr) 
process provided for in resolution 1565.34 in the minutes attached to the 
resolution, it was stated that:

The Mission was … tasked with ensuring the protection of civilians, including 
humanitarian personnel, under imminent threat of physical violence, and to 
seize or collect the arms and any related materiel whose presence in the terri-
tory of the country violated measures imposed by resolution  … The Mission 
was also tasked with ... supporting operations to disarm foreign combatants 
led by the Armed Forces of the Democratic Republic of the Congo  … (UN 
2004)

The disagreement regarded the interpretation of the mandate on the use 
of force in disarming primarily the so-called foreign fighters in the DrC. 
South Africa argued in favour of a more robust strategy, while the MoNuC 
leadership rejected this as inconceivable. The argument by the uN officials 
was that the rwandan army, with stronger forces, was unable to do this, 

33. interview with SA military attaché in the DrC, lt. Col. Jack khanye, 1 November 
2004, at the SA embassy in kinshasa.

34. interview with South African ambassador to the DrC, 3 November 2004, in kin-
shasa.
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and such actions would therefore be impossible for the smaller uN force. 
in September 2004, the uN Security Council strengthened MoNuC 
with an additional 5,900 soldiers and the force reached 16,700, making it 
the largest uN mission with an estimated budget of $900 million.35 The 
South African ambassador, on the other hand, argued that there was no 
sense of reality in the DDr(rr) section in MoNuC HQ, because the 
Hutu rebels would never give up their weapons voluntarily.36 it is not only 
South Africa that supports a forcible disarmament, but also the Au peace 
and Security Council. in a communiqué after the January 2005 meeting 
in Gabon, it stated that it preferred forceful disarmament of the estimated 
10,000 Hutu rebels operating in the eastern DrC, if need be by an Au 
force (reuters 2005). However, in february 2005, as a response to an at-
tack on uN peacekeepers (nine of whom were killed), MoNuC altered its 
strategy and attacked a militia compound in the Northern ituri province, 
killing an estimated 60 local militia members. This has proved to be a 
turning point in the uN’s approach to disarmament in DrC, especially 
in ituri province. The operation was conducted by pakistani, indian and 
South African forces, arguably some of the most capable forces in MoNuC. 
However, MoNuC is generally faced with the kind of problems that have 
plagued the uN since the failures in Bosnia, rwanda and Somalia in the 
early 1990s, namely that the majority of the forces made available to it are 
Third world soldiers who are badly trained, ill disciplined and insufficiently 
equipped.37 Given this consideration, and the South African government’s 
stated peaceful strategy, it may seem strange that the South African govern-
ment favours forceful disarmament. 

35. However, the number falls short of the more than 23,000 recommended by the 
uN. the force number provided by resolution 1565 was in reality short of the 
proposed kasai and katanga brigades. interview with Dep. Dir. policy Grignon, 
2 November 2004 in uN HQ in kinshasa and uN Security Council resolution 
1565, 30 September 2004. the force number was increased once more in Sep-
tember 2005, and forces have been transferred from the uN mission in Burundi 
to help secure the July 2006 elections. the budget was increased once more in 
December 2005 to $1,153.80 million for the financial year July 2005–June 2006.

36. interview with South African ambassador to the DrC, 3 November 2004, in kin-
shasa.

37. this ignores the language barrier, which creates tremendous problems during oper-
ations. Another issue is the missing correlation between mandate and the resources 
made available to that mandate. 
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South Africa’s military contribution to MoNuC 

South Africa will not commit itself to participating in any peace mission 
which is patently under-resourced and which does not have sufficient means to 
achieve the set mandate. (DFA 1999:17)

The South African contribution to MoNuC is a natural extension of the 
involvement in creating a negotiated political solution in the DrC. The 
participation in MoNuC and in drafting the lusaka peace treaty can 
be seen as a test of the South African foreign policy strategy of political 
settlements supported by both military and civilian peace-keeping and 
reconstruction efforts.38 The involvement should be seen as being part of 
the nexus between economic development interests and security concerns, 
which are issues within the new South African national security strategy 
that can be separated only with difficulty. in the white paper on peace mis-
sions it was stated that South Africa had an obligation to contribute to uN 
pSos, especially on the African continent (DfA 1999:13f). one of the con-
ditions for South African participation that was emphasised in the white 
paper was that a clear exit strategy had to be included in the mandate for 
an operation, but the government was determined to make a contribution 
to MoNuC and chose to put aside these guidelines (Mbeki 2000). it was 
more important to be present in the DrC than to abide by its white paper’s 
own recommendations, e.g., that the mandate provided should be sufficient 
to achieve the objective, that all parties should have signed the peace agree-
ment and that there were clear entry and exit strategies. The initial South 
African commitment to the MoNuC operation was limited and primarily 
in support functions, an approach that minimised the potential risks to 
SANDf forces and the political risks to the government. However, since 
the expansion in 2003 of the South African contribution within a Chapter 
Vii mandate, which allows for the use of all necessary means, the potential 
risks to the South African forces have increased.39 MoNuC is too limited 

38. in many respects this resembles the so-called Nordic peacemaking strategy that 
dominated the uN’s approach to peacekeeping, especially during the Cold war. 
for further reading, see for instance trevor findlay, the use of force in uN peace 
operations.

3�. Casualty capacity is an important element in this equation, because the South Afri-
can public has turned out to be relatively sensitive to combat loses. the experiences 
from the joint South African/Botswana intervention in lesotho, operation Boleas, 
in 1998 are very germane in this respect. 
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in scope to fulfil its mandate, and the risk of resumed fighting is very real.40 
The potentially dangerous nature of the MoNuC for the deployed con-
tingents was underlined in february 2005, when nine Bangladeshi soldiers 
were killed in an ambush.41 These dangers have continued into 2006, with 
several fatalities among and abductions of MoNuC personnel.  

Even though South Africa is considered to be a regional great power 
and played a pivotal role in drafting the peace agreements in the DrC, etc., 
the SANDf has been unable to live up to the expectations that military 
leaders in MoNuC HQ in kinshasa had beforehand. The standards of 
training, discipline and equipment have turned out to be not much better 
than troops from the other African states.42 This correlates badly with the 
government’s stated political ambitions of wanting to make a significant 
contribution and difference, i.e., being an example for others to follow. The 
conduct of SANDf forces, especially off duty, has become an embarrass-
ment to authorities in pretoria, who have in the domestic media attempted 
to downplay the seriousness of the situation. The forces in the DrC are 
deployed with equipment that several uN inspections have declared “non-
operational” and vital strategic components are unavailable.43 for instance, 
of the 18 South African Armed personnel Carriers (ApC)44 deployed in the 
DrC in August 2004, 13 were declared non-operational because of main-
tenance problems.45 This pattern was confirmed during a re-inspection 

40. this was confirmed by the fact that the uN Security Council did not get the 
number of troops for MoNuC requested in resolution 1565. 

41. MoNuC had by 1 April 2005 had 45 fatalities since 1999.
42. interview in MoNuC HQ with lt. Col. iffland, MA to the force commander.
43. interview in MoNuC HQ with lt. Col. iffland, MA to the force commander and 

SANDf wo i A. Meier, member of the uN inspection team, in Camp iveco, 11 
November 2004.

44. the Casspir armoured personnel carrier is the primary vehicle used by the SANDf. 
this ApC has been used by the force since 1980 and was battle-proven in Angola 
during the liberation/border wars. the quality of this ApC has recently been rec-
ognised by russia, which bought 100 Casspirs because of their unique protection 
against mines.

45. the inspections are standard uN routine: deployed forces are inspected at least 
once every six months to check their force readiness (fr) level. the uN also in-
spects the state of the equipment in a separate inspection. During the two most 
recent fr inspections, South African forces were found to be in an unsatisfactory 
state. Apart from the non-operational ApCs, the camp was insufficiently protect-
ed, and soldiers had no bullet-proof vests and no batteries for their binoculars and 
did not know the operational orders and procedures, etc. the soldiers’ personal 
equipment was also not in order and several soldiers did not have local area maps, 
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conducted in November 2004.46 This situation indicates that the stated po-
litical commitment is not matched by actual commitment on the ground. 
warrant officer i (wo i) André Meier from the South African special 
forces stated that the problems faced by the forces in DrC mirrored the 
day-to-day problems faced by the SANDf in South Africa.47 The realities 
on the ground stand in stark contrast to statements made, for instance, by 
Defence Minister lekota, who in parliament argued that peacekeeping is a 
very serious task (lekota 2004). Dysfunctional equipment creates a series 
of problems for the South African government, because the uN does not 
pay for it. However, this does not affect the defence budget directly, be-
cause the reimbursement does not go to DoD but to the national revenue 
fund.48 The argument can be made that this removes an incentive for the 
cash-strapped DoD, because it is not directly affected. Nevertheless, the 
problem for the SANDf is that it does not have the resources to ensure the 
regular maintenance of its equipment, which means that every time it de-
ploys new forces it is faced with an expensive maintenance backlog, which 
must be addressed.49 The SANDf received an extra r500 million50 as part 
of the last defence budget to cover the extra expenses associated with its in-
ternational deployment, but this amount does not cover the actual expenses 
and DoD has been forced to find the resources within its ordinary budget, 
thereby compromising the resources available for training and exercises. 
However, the problem for DoD is also that as long as the department 

medical kits, mortar grid maps, etc. interviews in MoNuC HQ with lt. Col. 
iffland, MA to the force commander and wo i Meier, member of the uN inspec-
tion team 11 November 2004. 

46. interview with SANDf wo i A. Meier, member of the uN inspection team, in 
Camp iveco, 11 November 2004. 

47. interview with SANDf wo i A. Meier, member of the uN inspection team, in 
Camp iveco, 11 November 2004 this can also be confirmed by reading several 
SANDf reports and briefings on this issue.

48. indirectly, it does affect the DoD because it has to apply to the national treasury 
for additional funding to cover its additional costs for international deployment.

4�.former SANDf deputy chief of staff, Admiral trainer, confirmed this at the de-
fence hearing in parliament in october 2004. Also in Defence Vote 21, 2005 it was 
pointed out that the maintenance backlog has left the SANDf with extraordinary 
expenses.

50. Approximately $90 million. See also DoD, Briefing to the portfolio Committee 
on Defence: Medium term Budget policy Statement: 5 November 2004.
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manages its resources so inefficiently, it is difficult to make a valid claim 
that the resources available are insufficient.51

South African lessons learned from participation  
in MoNuC

It is also the responsibility of the Government to ensure that our peacekeep-
ers are adequately equipped and that they receive the logistic support that is 
necessary to fulfil their mandate. The Government must take into account the 
true capacity of the SANDF before committing itself to international peace-
keeping initiatives. Extending the mandate of the SANDF without propor-
tionate funding is dangerous. To put it plainly, the SANDF is overstretched.  
(Sayedali-Shah 2004) 

two immediate lessons learned have emerged from the ongoing South 
African deployment as part of MoNuC. The first is that the SANDf is 
overstretched and has found difficulty in keeping the contingent operation-
al while on mission. The SANDf no longer has the high military standards 
that the old SADf was (in)famous for during the apartheid era. This has 
been a disappointment to the military leadership in MoNuC, who had 
high expectations of the South African contingent. The irony is that only 
a relatively small additional commitment from the pretoria government is 
needed to get the equipment in functional order. However, the second les-
son is that strategically the government does not deem the SANDf contri-
bution to the combined effort in the DrC as important enough to warrant 
the commitment of significant extra funding to cover the additional cost 
of participation in the international pSo, and other pressing political is-
sues are prioritised by the ANC government. This means that DoD must 
use the resources it already has.52 An interesting example concerning the 
government’s priorities can be found in the DoD procurement system. 
one of the main reasons DoD has experienced equipment problems in 
the DrC is that it cannot get the spare parts it needs. it can take from one 
to seven months to get spare parts from South Africa, because government 

51. interview with Maj. Gen. (retd.) len le roux at iSS in pretoria, 21 october 
2004.

52. the DoD’s budget constituted in 2004 1.6 per cent of GDp, which is low com-
pared to other SADC countries, or approximately r20 billion, i.e., $ 3,6 billion. 
it is furthermore important to stress that this debate on resources for pSos is not 
unique to South Africa



you Do need a Stick to Be Able to use It Gently

57

regulations stipulate that DoD must place orders by open tender that fa-
vour black empowerment companies, often with longer delivery times.53 
Thus, for government it is more important to secure the black empow-
erment policy than to achieve the fastest delivery time for the deployed 
SANDf forces. 

regarding the criticisms that SANDf has garnered during its DrC de-
ployment, in february 2005 Defence Minister lekota stated in parliament 
that he and the department had received no reports from uN concerning 
the SANDf’s conduct and that “the SANDf was held in high esteem” 
(parliament 2005). Given the unsatisfactory state of readiness of the force, 
the ongoing investigation of sexual abuse by, among others, SANDf per-
sonnel and MoNuC force commanders’ complaints about the disciplinary 
record of the SANDf troops, lekota’s statement seems strange, even an at-
tempt to cover up the realities on the ground. one excuse used to explain 
the inadequate performance of the SANDf is that it is in the middle of a 
learning process, i.e., learning how to function and operate in a uN pSo.54 

However, by November 2004 South African forces in the DrC were in 
their fifth rotation, and several soldiers were there a second time due to ro-
tation problems. Some even had experience from the Burundi mission. The 
SANDf cannot indefinitely claim to be “inexperienced” and in the middle 
of a learning process. it must be considered an alarming sign when officers 
continue to lack the capacity to exercise what in the British army is called 
“good order and control”.55 The SANDf does not, for instance, have what 
in the British army is called “the two-can principle” to pre-empt discipli-
nary problems caused by alcohol.56 in october 2004, the SANDf battalion 
commander Col. Greyling was summoned to kinshasa by the MoNuC 
force commander, who ordered the South African contingent to introduce 
strict disciplinary measures. Several cases involving South African soldiers 
were being processed in the military legal system during the author’s visit 

53. interview with SANDf wo i A. Meier, member of the uN inspection team, in 
Camp iveco 11 November 2004

54. this was stated both by the South African military attaché in kinshasa and by the 
commander for the SANDf contingent.

55. in MoNuC HQ in kinshasa, the SANDf is known for having the worst disci-
plinarily record in the entire mission. interview in MoNuC HQ with lt. Col. 
iffland, MA to the force commander. two South African soldiers stand charged 
in the pending sexual abuse case being held under uN auspices, and a number of 
other soldiers have been repatriated.

56. the two-can principle means that if a soldier drinks more than two cans of beer 
and gets into trouble, the matter will be considered to be his fault. 
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in october–November 2004. involvement in prostitution, excessive use 
of alcohol and violence were frequent occurrences. The lesson from Mo-
NuC seems to be that the problems that the SANDf is faced with back in 
South Africa also occur during deployment. financial constraints reduce 
the SANDf’s capacity to operate, which, combined with the low health 
standards and the problematic force structure, reduces rotation intervals.57 
Discipline is a serious issue that the defence leadership must take full re-
sponsibility for and deal with effectively.58 on the positive side, it can be 
said that the SANDf has proved capable of operating in a uN mission and 
has proved an effective force in an operational environment. 

Conclusion: is South Africa’s involvement in the DrC  
conflict a question of national security?

South Africa, working through the UN and OAU, is very involved in finding a 
long-term solution that will ensure stability in the DRC. This stability will al-
low the economic potential of the entire region to be recognised. (DFA 1999)

South African involvement in the DrC must be understood within the 
context of domestic politics. Economic inequality, unemployment and slow 
economic growth have made it a prerogative for the ANC government to 
create peace and stability in Southern Africa as a means to pave the way for 
trade and economic growth, i.e., a strategy of short-term investments for 
long-term gains (Clark 2002:169). foreign Minister Zuma has argued in 
parliament that South Africa’s future depends on an Africa that is peace-
ful, democratic, free and prosperous (Zuma 2005). Another element in 
this is the South African ambition to contain the conflict and prevent it 
from spilling over, and thereby prevent migration of refugees and illegal 
emigrants from the region towards South Africa. The South African mili-
tary attaché to the DrC argued that the government has tried to create a 
new policy framework for security in Southern Africa and, through that, 
attempt to attract new foreign direct investment. All these issues are in-

57.  the tooth-to-tail ratio has left too large a percentage of the force in support and 
staff functions. interview with Maj. Gen. (retd.) len le roux at iSS in pretoria, 21 
october 2004

58.  See, for instance, statement by Maj. Gen. van rensburg during DoD briefing of 
the portfolio Committee on Defence, 25 february 2005. 



you Do need a Stick to Be Able to use It Gently

5�

tegrated parts of what constitutes South Africa’s national security.59 The 
war in the DrC, and South African involvement in finding a solution to 
it, has consequently gained importance in the domestic political debate 
in South Africa. The news media have more or less daily reports from the 
DrC, particularly since the deployment of South African troops in 2001. 
interestingly enough, there seems to be general consensus in parliament 
on the need for South Africa to contribute to the African pSo, and the 
government’s strategy that political solutions cannot be reached by military 
means has broad support in parliament (leon 2000). The former chief of 
staff of the SADf, Gen. Constand Viljoen, argued in parliament regarding 
the DrC that:

The military solution is not the solution to this problem. Hopefully time, sta-
bility and responsibility can be bought with that, but then, in my opinion, 
much more than four battalions of troops should be sent there. Without the 
real political solution the military effort will be a waste of money. (Viljoen 
2000)

Even though Viljoen recognises the government’s approach, he also warned 
the ANC leadership that the military contribution could be a waste of 
money if the political solution had not been found. South Africa seems 
to be caught between two major security incentives. At the political level, 
there seems to be increased recognition and acceptance of what can be 
termed the special South African responsibility as the dominant regional 
power.60 However, opposition parties argue that the ANC government 
needs to consider the number of missions to which it commits itself, be-
cause resources are still needed for domestic security (Sayedali-Shah 2004). 
This underscores the basic problem facing South Africa today: increased 
involvement in international missions requires increased resources, while, 
nationally, the government has to handle, for instance, an unresolved crime 
pandemic. The government must constantly balance domestic and foreign 
policy concerns. By framing involvement in, for instance, the DrC and 
Burundi as part of what constitutes national security, the government at-
tempts to increase the importance of these initiatives, to securitise them 
and remove them from realm of “normal” politics. The audience, here pri-
marily understood as the political parties, research community and the 

5�. interview with SA military attaché in the DrC, lt. Col. Jack khanye, 1 November 
2004 at the SA embassy in kinshasa.

60.interview with SA military attaché in the DrC, lt. Col. Jack khanye, 1 November 
2004, at the SA embassy in kinshasa.
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broad media, accepts that South Africa has an obligation to deploy as part 
of African pSos, but differences exist as to how the resources allocated are 
spent within the force, and to what extent the DrC deployment differs 
significantly from the guidelines put forward in the defence white paper 
and the subsequent review, namely that national security was more or less 
something that stopped at the national borders.61 The result of the political 
consensus has been seen on several occasions during which the govern-
ment, personified by Mandela, then Zuma and Thabo Mbeki, played a piv-
otal role in brokering the lusaka and Sun City agreements. South Africa 
has subsequently signed a number of bilateral agreements with the kabila-
led government, including the future training of the army. South African 
businesses have started to invest heavily in the DrC in areas such as mobile 
telephone networks, energy and mining. However, South African involve-
ment in the DrC has been conducted on all levels within the framework of 
what constitutes “normal politics”. The involvement has no direct bearing 
on the short-term “survival” of the South African state, and the issues have 
not been “securitised” in the South African political debate. Attempts to 
declare the conflict in the DrC as part of an integrated “national security” 
is in reality not security in terms of securitisation, but an expression of po-
litical interest. what South African involvement illustrates is a conscious 
foreign policy strategy in terms of which South Africa increasingly sees 
its future economic growth and development as closely intertwined with 
that of the continent. involvement in the DrC is part of the strategy to 
stabilise the continent to create peace and markets for South Africa, but 
not to the extent of the having the government use extraordinary means. 
The importance and prestige that the South African government places on 
its involvement in the DrC was also seen in mid-2003, when it decided 
to contribute a helicopter unit to the Eu/french-led operation Artemis 
into ituri province to stop a potential genocide.62 The South African gov-

61. the DA, for instance, argues that the Strategic Defence package (SDp) should be 
replaced by a focus on preparing the SANDf for pSos. the uDM called for an 
increased focus on the Hr issues within the forces instead of the present focus on 
new equipment. Debate in parliament, 8 June 2004

62. on 30 May 2003, the uN Security Council adopted resolution 1484. this au-
thorised establishment until September of an interim Emergency Multinational 
force in Bunia to contribute to the stabilisation of the security and humanitarian 
situation there, with authority to take all necessary measures to fulfil its mandate. 
the uN Security Council requested the Secretary-General to deploy in the ituri 
district a tactical brigade-size force, including the reinforced MoNuC presence in 
Bunia, by mid-August 2003 to replace the interim force. it also requested the Sec-
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ernment’s decision to deploy troops to MoNuC has to be understood as 
not just a part of a general commitment, but also as a clear foreign policy 
statement that South Africa wants to fulfil its responsibilities in relation to 
the tasks at hand in the uN and in the world in general. Choosing to take 
part in MoNuC is also a way of serving South Africa’s national security 
interests in the sense that the country’s future development is intertwined 
with the general development of Africa. There is no intrinsic direct link be-
tween the contribution to the uN mission and South African involvement 
in the DrC in general, something that uN officials in MoNuC were very 
keen to stress.63 Nevertheless, the South African government has repeatedly 
emphasised that its involvement, diplomatically, politically and militarily, 
in the DrC is part of the overall strategy to create peace and stability on 
the continent, a necessary condition for the creation of economic growth 
and development. This was argued for instance in the white paper on peace 
missions that stipulates that any form of participation in peace operations 
is an extension of South African foreign policy (DfA 1999:30). This is a 
significant change in the role previously played by the South African armed 
forces, which, prior to 1994, was as a means to destabilise the enemies of 
the apartheid state. However, the South African government’s involvement 
in peace negotiations in the DrC also has strong elements of economic 
and political power, as underlined by the ANC Mp, Dr. Jordan, who stated 
that:

South African diplomacy minimised the capacity of non-African powers to in-
terfere in the Congo, so as to give the Congolese and their neighbours a chance 
to resolve their problems. After three years of talks, interrupted by outbreaks of 
terrible bloodletting, the Congolese factions agreed to constitute a government 
of national unity. South Africa has invested millions of rands to keep hope 
alive in the Congo. Even today South African forces are serving as peacekeep-
ers in that country and South African investors have committed themselves to 
the rehabilitation of the Congolese economy. That might not be much, but it 
is a beginning. (Jordan 2004)

retary-General to deploy MoNuC military observers in North and South kivu 
and in ituri in order to report regularly on the position of armed groups, the pres-
ence of foreign military and information on arms supply.

63. for instance, interviews with director for DDr(rr), peter Swarbrig, 29 october 
2004 and Dep. Dir. policy Grignon, 2 November 2004, at MoNuC HQ in kin-
shasa.
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The involvement in the DrC is therefore also a statement to the interna-
tional community that South Africa can and will play the role of regional 
great power, however, within the framework of normal politics. Neverthe-
less, South Africa’s foreign policy is faced with problems because its military 
contribution to the uN mission in the DrC has thus far had trouble in 
meeting the standards set by the uN. while the government’s diplomatic 
efforts have shown the ability and capacity of the new regional great power, 
its military participation has shown the limitations in its current dominant 
position and the apparent discrepancy between operational realities and 
foreign policy ambitions. The SANDf involvement in the DrC more than 
indicates that South Africa, in its current state and condition, does not pos-
sess the capacity to act as the lead nation for future African-headed peace 
missions. South African involvement in the DrC illustrates how South 
Africa’s role and influence have expanded since the mid-1990s, but also 
shows how government has become dependent on the SANDf to secure 
and sustain this influence. However, if the SANDf is to secure the “Afri-
can renaissance”, the politicians need to prioritise both the needs of the 
SANDf and the tasks given to it. The government and the DoD still have 
the chance to reverse the damage to their reputations from their military 
commitment. This requires the will and courage to deal with and act on the 
problems at hand in a way that no one to date has been willing to do. 



introduction
Since the breakdown of apartheid, shifting ANC-led governments have re-
iterated their pledge to return South Africa to Africa. South Africa should 
assume its rightful place as the natural leader of an African renaissance. 
The pledge has been articulated through a number of policy initiatives. 
These initiatives include the resurrection of the Southern African Devel-
opment initiative in the form of SADC (Southern African Development 
Community), the leading role played by president Mbeki in the creation 
of NEpAD (New partnership for Africa’s Development) and funding of 
the African union. furthermore, South African governments symbolically 
evoke a pan-African identity when they insist that, for example, the 2010 
world Cup in South Africa is a victory for Africa, or when they attempt 
to secure a permanent South African seat on the uN Security Council. 
These initiatives and the symbolic production of African-ness are perceived 
simultaneously as a pay-back for the support the ANC received during the 
struggle against apartheid and in South Africa’s best interests: only by play-
ing a constructive role on the African continent can South Africa hope to 
create a better life for all. However, this invocation of a pan-African identity 
and destiny exists parallel to another, more nationalist defence of the South 
African border, especially in relation to Southern African migrants. it is the 
production and maintenance of this parallel nationalist undercurrent and 
the consequences it has for migrants that is the subject of this paper.

in spite of the progress that has been made in South Africa since the fall 
of apartheid, and in spite of the regional pledges, the treatment of undocu-
mented migrants, especially from the Southern African region, remains a 
blot on the country’s human rights record. The maltreatment of migrants 
and refugees is not the prerogative of one group, but is shared across the 
diverse society. State functionaries, army personnel and ordinary citizens 
of all colours participate in the abuses, often premised and legitimised on 
the assertion that migrants are to blame for crime, unemployment, AiDS 
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and other social ills. However, against the grain of some analyses, we argue 
that part of the explanation of xenophobia and the subsequent legitimisa-
tion of abuse must be sought in the way in which the democratic transition 
reconfigured citizenship for different groups. 

Citizenship is understood as a codified set of constitutional rights and 
duties that define membership of a political community. when apartheid 
broke down, South Africa became the home of all South Africans. This con-
stituted a radical recasting of citizenship as it was pursued under apartheid. 
The South African-ness that emerged in apartheid legislation in the 1950s 
not only related to the now internationally recognised borders of South 
Africa, but was also subdivided it into tribal (African) territories separate 
from modern (white) South Africa (Mamdani 1996a). in the mind of the 
white South African regime, it mattered little whether a migrant came from 
transkei inside South Africa or from Mozambique, as all were migrants 
coming from outside white South Africa. “South Africanisation” – or the 
reconfiguration of citizenship after 1994 – must therefore be understood 
not only as asserting the external borders of the republic, but also as dis-
solving the internal borders of the new nation-state in order to unify the 
nation. 

in the context of the present volume, the reconfiguration of citizen-
ship within the regional powerhouse has had consequences for Southern 
African economies and societies. The remittance revenues that bank-rolled 
families and communities for decades dried up and non-South Africans 
were criminalised: they became people against whom the new South Africa 
had to defend itself and its national democratic revolution. paradoxically, 
the moment when the new South Africa assumed its place as a senior part-
ner within the Southern Africa region was also the moment when it became 
aware of and began to protect its national borders in new ways.

This paper is the story of the reconfiguration of citizenship and the 
consequences it has had for the people now categorised as a threat. we 
begin by focusing on how identities and consequent rights of belonging 
of different groups of migrants have been reconstituted by the transition. 
we distinguish between one group of migrants, now firmly lodged within 
post-1994 citizenship – namely Zulu migrants from present-day kwa-Zulu 
Natal – and migrants from Southern Africa1 who were left out of nation-
alist politics. By bringing these two groups together in the analysis, we 

1. we are grateful to Morten lynge Madsen who, from his fieldwork station in Johan-
nesburg among migrants from Mozambique, has provided useful information and 
insights regarding migrant living strategies in Johannesburg.
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also bring two distinct academic and political debates together: one on 
migration from Southern Africa and another debate analysing the violence 
between ifp and ANC supporters in the first half of the 1990s.2 in the 
literature, these domains seem to be largely unrelated, despite the attention 
that both have attracted not only from South Africans but also a world 
audience. However, by reading the two developments together, we can ex-
amine the different political spaces or languages that opened up to include 
formerly excluded groups. we begin by tracing the changes in the migrant 
system from the 1980s and explore how they were caused by political and 
economic developments. This is followed by an analysis of how the new 
South Africa has been recast in terms of insiders and outsiders. in the third 
section, we explore how the recasting of citizenship, together with the trans-
formation of nationalism and the economy, has affected the livelihoods of 
the two migrant groups. finally, we move on to analyse the production of 
differentiated political subjectivities in post-apartheid South Africa.

Mobile livelihoods in Southern Africa
Since the discovery of gold around Johannesburg in the late 19th century, 
Southern Africa incrementally developed one of the most complex migrant 
systems of the 20th century.3 The system incorporated areas as far north as 
tanzania and became an integral part of the destruction of older African 
economies and their insertion into a capitalist economy. The migrant sys-
tem was unstable and characterised by flux and change, but until around 
the mid-1970s it was an expanding system. from the 1980s, this was to 
change dramatically. Employment in the mining sector never really recov-
ered from the global crisis of the early 1970s and, with increased capital 
intensification of production, employment in the mining sector plummet-

2. Both these debates are highly sophisticated. for the debate on migration, see in 
particular the research emanating from the South African Migration project (e.g., 
Crush 1997a, Crush and McDonald 2001, klaaren and ramji 2001, Crush and 
McDonald 2002, peberdy 2002, lubkemann 2002). for the debate on the violence 
on the rand, see for instance Sitas 1996, Zulu 1993, Mamdani 1996a, Maré and 
waetjen 1999, Chipkin 2004. 

3. Although space does not allow us to detail the emergence of the migrant system, 
the literature on the subject has been particularly rich. for elaboration on the emer-
gence and political and economic rationalities, see e.g., Mamdani 1996a, Norval 
1996, Evans 1997, terreblanche 2003:3–22. for analyses of consequences see, e.g., 
first 1983, Crush 1992, ramphele 1993, Davies and Head 1995, Moodie 1995, 
kynock 2000.
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ed further from the mid-1980s (terreblanche 2003). This was caused by 
lower prices for minerals, liberalisation of the South African economy and 
efficiency gains in production (Davies and Head 1995, Solomon 1997). 
in 1985, for example, the industry employed a total of 806,000 workers, 
dropping 25 per cent over a ten-year period to 610,000 (Solomon 1997:22), 
a trend that is set to continue. for the gold industry, employing 477,000 
workers in 1986 (266,000 were South Africans and 211,000 came from 
outside the country), the downscaling between 1986 and 1992 resulted 
in the loss of 154,000 formal jobs. in total, 95,000 South Africans and 
59,000 foreigners, mainly from lesotho and Mozambique, lost their jobs 
(Solomon 1997:23). The downscaling continues, and the most optimistic 
estimates were that the number of workers in gold production would be 
reduced to 137,000 by 2005. According to the study, 70,000 of this to-
tal would come from outside South Africa and 67,000 from South Africa 
(Solomon 1997:24). 

The consequences of the massive downscaling of the mineral sector have 
been far reaching, not only for the South African economy but also for the 
Southern African region as a whole. Beginning with the national economy, 
the mining sector’s contribution to tax revenues decreased from 12.5 per 
cent in 1986 to 1.4 per cent in 1994. furthermore, a fall has been observed 
in the export contribution from 66.7 per cent in 1985 to 48 per cent in 
1994 (Solomon 1997:27). Apart from fiscal consequences, the effects of 
the downscaling, not only on dependent households but also on second 
order employees in support industries and services, have been devastating. 
literally millions have lost their livelihoods in Southern Africa.4 The effects 
of such massive retrenchment in one sector have obviously spread into the 
wider economies of, primarily, South Africa, Mozambique and lesotho. 
for instance, in Mozambique legal migration to South Africa decreased 
from 128,381 people in 1975 (first 1983:24) to an estimated 27,000 by 

4. A commonly accepted formula for the mining industry is 2.5 jobs outside the indus-
try for every job in the mining sector. Applying this to the numbers of retrenched 
workers, the total reduction of mine employees from 806,000 in 1985 to 610,000 in 
1994 would mean that 196,000 first order direct jobs were lost, affecting 490,000 
first order indirect and second order indirect livelihoods. the implications of this 
are frightening when one takes into account that this is an ongoing process. Add to 
this that conservative models estimate there are 4 dependants for each formal job in 
the mining sector in South Africa. Some analyses estimate that the ratio of depend-
ants is even higher – between 7 to 11 dependants per worker in the mining industry 
(Solomon 1997:29). However the Chamber of Mines’s own estimation is 1:16, which 
implies that 500,000 employees in the mining industry support approximately  
8 million people (Davies and Head 1995:449–50). 
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2000. Coupled with decreasing economic prospects in Mozambique, the 
retrenchments in the mines are devastating.

The remarks above suggest that the migrant world has undergone a pro-
found transformation, leaving it in crisis. As the South African economy 
shifts towards more capital-intensive production, internalises its labour 
force and suffers the effects of neo-liberal global reform, so do migrant live-
lihoods become more precarious and subject to change in terms of gender. 
But the political transition also impacts migrant livelihood, not least be-
cause questions of nationality become important, as distinctions between 
South African nationals and those from neighbouring countries attain new 
meaning. it is to this political transition that we now turn.

National recasting and societal changes
Contrary to the present-day strong normative celebration of human rights, 
or what wilson (2001) calls “rights-talk”, citizenship as “the active or 
passive membership of individuals in a nation-state” (Janoski and Grant 
2002:13) needs to be reassessed. when citizenship as rights is placed in its 
proper context of the old trinity of “state-nation-territory”, the celebration 
of rights brings to the fore “the very ambiguity of the fundamental no-
tions regulating the inscription of the native … in the judicial order of the 
nation-state” (Agamben 2000a:17, 8). The question, “who is the native?” 
logically begins with determining who belongs and who does not belong 
to a nation-state, thus establishing the national personhood – that is, those 
who are recognised as citizens with rights out of the totality of natives, 
subjects of the territory and denizens.

to understand how the inscription of the “native” took the form it did, 
we begin with the South African truth and reconciliation Commission 
– one of the most heralded institutions of the new South Africa. The com-
mission aimed at promoting national unity, publicly extending citizenship 
to all regardless of class and race and promoting the “new” national unify-
ing values of human rights. it became partly instrumental in producing the 
larger ideological constructions of national identity emerging in South Af-
rica during the 1990s. The work of the commission is indicative of the in-
creasingly self-centred understanding of apartheid that developed through-
out the 1990s. Although the commission both democratised memory and 
retraced a multiplicity of pasts, its official work bears many of the formal 
attributes of nationalist narratives, including an intense focus on “national 
identity” and territory, which is rooted primarily in the narrative of his-
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torical origin, i.e., in a – selectively chosen, shared past (Boyarin 1994:16). 
As wilson asserts, “official truth commission work, state-building and the 
creation of what is termed a ‘culture of human rights’ cannot be so easily 
separated from nation-building … but are drawn into the services of refor-
mulating nationalist imperatives” (wilson 1996:7).

in one of the very first paragraphs in the foreword of the commission’s 
final report from 1998, chairperson Desmond tutu states, “The report … 
tries to provide a window … a road map to those who wish to travel into 
our past. it is not and cannot be the whole story; but it provides a perspec-
tive on the truth” (final report 1998:2). what is so striking, besides the 
territorial metaphor of a “road map”, in tutu’s introduction to the work of 
the commission and how apartheid is conceptualised, is the total absence 
of acknowledgment of apartheid’s Southern African dimensions. Not one 
word is offered on these issues. instead one finds references to “South Afri-
cans” and the use of “we”, and “ours” – “our past”, “our nation”, “our coun-
try”, “our diversity”, “our differences”, “our people”, “our history” and “fel-
low South Africans” (all phrases taken from the introduction to the final 
report). in this light, although apartheid was very much a Southern African 
reality, the commission interpreted it as the regime’s human rights viola-
tions against some of its “own” citizens exclusively (final report 1998:18). 
The commission and tutu in particular make nativity or birth within the 
territory (modelled on apartheid’s external boundaries) the foundation of 
the new South African nation-state. Here everybody who is not born with-
in the territory of South Africa is written out of the national script. 

The emphasis on individual human rights and the apartheid state, ac-
cording to Mahmood Mamdani (1996b), minimises the “legacy of apart-
heid” by turning it into the “banality of evil”. Mamdani pleaded for a 
change in focus on to how the “legacy of apartheid” should be understood. 
focus on human rights violations highlights solely the relationship between 
a small group of perpetrators and those victimised by perpetrators. invis-
ible are the many white beneficiaries of apartheid and the African major-
ity, thereby displacing any considered attention to both the colonial reality 
of bifurcated governance and the wider economic consequences of apart-
heid. instead, the South African experience became a story about South 
African victims of human rights violations (see also peberdy 2001:26–7). 
The conflict was rephrased, time and again, as a tale of “brother fighting 
brother”, or the “South African experience” of “fellow compatriots” kill-
ing each other (Desmond tutu in final report 1998 vol.1:3) – where all 
South Africans were betrayed by the former apartheid state, which in turn 
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had used, “turned” and “seduced” them into doing things they would not 
otherwise have done (Buur 2000). By rephrasing the past conflict as a con-
flict between people who did not, at the time, think of themselves as fellow 
citizens, the commission inscribed itself in one of the common paradoxes 
related to national imagination. The overall aim of the commission was 
formulated as a task of reconciling brothers and sisters – be they members 
of a racialised population, different ethnic groups or political groupings 
– whom the apartheid regime had denied mutual recognition by each of 
the other.

The commission, then, follows the logic of formation and stabilisation 
of an exclusive and selective national identity through constitutively iden-
tifying and exorcising the other, i.e., apartheid (Anderson 1991, peberdy 
2001). As we have argued elsewhere, this is both logical and has been im-
portant for the nation-state building project the new South African gov-
ernment embarked on after 1994 (Buur 2001a, Jensen 2001). Through an 
ironic twist, migrants came to embody apartheid, as the ANC identified 
the homeland system and the migrant system as some of the worst elements 
of the apartheid regime. This legacy of apartheid had to be combated by 
all means and expelled in order to render the “new” South Africa possible. 
Migrants were easily ignored and squeezed out of the national recasting 
project, as their presence constituted a threat to the new South Africa and 
its citizens’ entitlements to state resources (peberdy 2001:29).5 This did not 
mean that all migrants ended up being treated in the same manner. if 
the construction of nation-state identity in South Africa made nativity the 
foundation of its own sovereignty, then rights could be attributed only to 
migrants who were citizens of the new nation-state. in the following sec-
tions, we examine how political and economic restructuring affected two 
groups of migrants differently: one group from kwa-Zulu Natal and one 
less clearly identifiable group of migrants from neighbouring countries, no-
tably Mozambique. As migrants’ livelihood options change with the South 
Africanisation process, a comparison of cases from inside and outside the 
borders of the new South Africa illustrates how changes in regulations and 
in the political status quo can have different consequences. 

5. As peberdy (2001:28–9) illustrates, the idea that some rights are for all who live in 
South Africa while others are for citizens only is firmly established in the consti-
tution, thereby reproducing “differential” citizenship in a different configuration 
than during apartheid. 
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Violence on the reef
Between 1990 and 1994 thousands of people lost their lives in faction 
fighting, especially on the East rand and around Durban in kwa-Zulu 
Natal (Sitas 1996:235). Most of the violence erupted between Zulu-speak-
ing inkatha freedom party (or ifp) supporters from or with links to kwa-
Zulu Natal but living on the East rand in male-only hostels on one side, 
and township residents leaning towards the ANC on the other side. This 
violence at one stage seemed poised to destroy the South African miracle. 
The ifp-aligned hostel dwellers usually drew heavily on (re-invented) Zulu 
traditions of clothing and weapons (Zulu 1993). As ifp supporters were 
credited with most of the violence and killings (final report 1998, vol. 3), 
the threat to the democratic revolution was embodied by these Zulu impis 
(warriors) on the rampage in the townships surrounding the hostels.

The violence on the reef has prompted multiple explanations. Many 
commentators have focused on what is called “The Third force”, that is the 
active but secret support of the security forces for the ifp-affiliated hostel 
dwellers (e.g., Zulu 1993, Ellis 1998). “Third force” did certainly play a 
part, but it cannot alone explain the violence in full. As Mamdani asserts, 
“even if the beneficiaries [the agents of the former regime] of the violence 
understood their interests fully and acted in line with it, what explained 
the fact that direct participants of this violence were so readily available 
for this manipulation?” (Mamdani 1996a:224).6 Another line of reasoning 
explains the violence as a consequence of the closed environment of the 
hostels – the social and cultural marginalisation of hostel dwellers both as 
men (Maré and waetjen 1999) and as workers (Zulu 1993). According to 
this hypothesis, such marginalisation made hostel dwellers more disposed 
to mobilisation. Although this explanation seems valid to some extent, it 
also fails to account for why direct participants chose to engage so vol-
untarily in the violence. furthermore, the assertion of hostel isolation is 
also questionable (Chipkin 2004). Although some of these explanations 
do carry weight, we suggest that it is necessary to take into account at 
least two more factors: firstly the conflictual relationship between hostel 
and township dwellers over everyday issues of resources, and secondly what 

6. Allegations of “third force” activities were also made in relation to the faction 
fights between ANC supporters and Marashea, the Sotho organisation working 
in and around Sotho workers. Both miners and Marashea emphatically denied the 
claim. in his analysis, kynock found no proof that these links existed. for an anal-
ysis of the strategic employment of the discourse of ‘third force’, see Jensen 2001, 
Buur 2001a.
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Chipkin (2004) calls the “rise of nationalist politics” that emerged on the 
rand during the 1980s. 

Much of the violence erupted over housing issues related to the status of 
the hostels in the new South Africa (Mamdani 1996a). tensions had been 
on the rise between hostel and township dwellers for the better part of the 
1980s. Hostel dwellers had become increasingly marginalised in the strug-
gle, which became the domain of permanently urbanised young men living 
in the townships (see also Maré 2000). Hostel dwellers were also economi-
cally threatened by the downscaling in mining and industrial production. 
As the apartheid regime lost control over the townships during the mid-
1980s, township organisations began to have an increasing say in the social 
and economic issues affecting them (Seekings 1996). The mining compa-
nies were only too happy to relinquish control of the hostels, which were 
taken over not only by the highly politicised civic organisations but also, 
crucially, the unions. The agendas of the various civic organisations and 
unions were not always in harmony with those of the migrants. As Chipkin 
(2004) argues, changes in union politics were especially important. Mi-
grants had formed a significant part of union membership during the early 
1980s. However, as unions became increasingly preoccupied with fighting 
the apartheid regime alongside the uDf and other civic organisations, they 
worried less about traditional union issues like wages, health hazards and 
job safety. These nationalist politics did not to the same extent feed the 
aspirations of the Zulu migrants, preoccupied as they were with preserv-
ing their mobile livelihoods. These concerns included a range of economic 
strategies and a cultural apparatus of generational roles, gender relations 
and traditions that sometimes clashed with uDf policies. one of the main 
issues leading to rising tensions between hostel and township dwellers was 
the discussion over what was to become of the hostels themselves.

As far back as 1986, the civic organisations, preoccupied with generalis-
ing the opposition to apartheid to all social and economic issues, voiced 
the suggestion that hostels should be turned into family units instead of 
remaining as single-sex units for men. These demands became more vocal 
at the beginning of the 1990s, and as one civic member stated, “we started 
with an identification of problems, overcrowding and privacy” (Mamdani 
1996a:271). The solution, as opted for by the civics and later the ANC, was 
to either demolish the hostels or turn them into family units. These sugges-
tions were based on the correct analysis that conditions inside the hostels 
were intolerable and dehumanising. The humiliations and hardships of mi-
grants came to be the incarnation of the very crimes of racial capitalism as 
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instituted under the apartheid regime. As such, the suggestion was based 
less on evil scheming against the migrants and more on a particular read-
ing of the legacy of apartheid, namely the devastation it had caused, for 
example by separating women from their partners and removing social re-
sponsibility from the corporate sector by reproducing labour outside white 
South Africa. what the civics did not realise was that the migrants, in spite 
of the humiliations, needed the single-sex hostels, as they supported their 
mobile livelihood strategies. By now the entire lives of many migrants were 
organised around moving between the rural home and the city7. what was 
at stake was the urban base of their mobile livelihoods.8 The ensuing ten-
sions were further fuelled after the ANC’s unbanning in february 1990, 
when it suggested that the hostels be evacuated to make space for returning 
ANC members from exile (Mamdani 1996a:273). 

The extent to which the migrant world was isolated in ethnic enclaves 
has been hotly disputed. Mamdani (1996a), kynock (2000) and Moodie 
(1995) seem to argue that there was a certain ethnic coherence before the 
1990s. They most often locate this in structural issues. Mamdani, for in-
stance, asserts that one possible reason for the ethnic divide was that both 
pondoland and transkei, the traditional abodes of Xhosa-speaking peo-
ple, were relatively more impoverished and land was scarcer there than in 
kwa-Zulu Natal. Thus, the hope that was nurtured by many migrants – of 
using migrancy as a stepping stone for the creation of a rural homestead 
– was more sustainable among Zulu- than among Xhosa-speaking people 
(Mamdani 1996a:276). Xhosa migrants were therefore forced to establish 
homes in the townships much earlier. furthermore, Moodie (1995:190ff) 
points to the way in which mine management promoted ethnic mobilisa-
tion to prevent cross-ethnic solidarity. Chipkin (2004) on the other hand, 
asserts that townships and hostels were not so easy to categorise ethni-
cally and that integration between hostels and townships was considerable. 
However, both agree that from the end of the 1980s the rift between the 
two groups increased and townships and hostels became ethnically more 

7. Maré and waetjen suggest that, in fact, the migrant men used the dehumanising 
experience of migrancy to pass through a rite of passage in order to attain full man-
hood. thus, men could only become men if they went through the emasculating, 
dehumanising experience on the mines and in the hostels, as this would provide the 
proof of the prowess (Maré and waetjen 1999:203).

8. Mamdani may be exaggerating the coherence of the migrant world. As Chipkin 
(2004) argues, the migrant world was in deep crisis on the eve of the democratic 
transition. this does not, however, invalidate the argument. As the migrant system 
faced crisis, the need to sustain it arguably became more acute.
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homogenous. This situation was exacerbated as people from each ethnic 
group were chased out of townships and hostels respectively, and as the 
violence erupted, two distinct groups with profoundly polarised views on 
crucial socioeconomic issues were pitted against each other. 

The ifp turned the hostel issue into an issue between the two political 
entities, the ANC and the ifp, each with its own political agenda. paulus 
Zulu helpfully calls this a “nationalisation of the hostel issue” (Zulu 1993). 
what originally fuelled the tension, the threat to mobile livelihood strate-
gies caused by the ANC’s demand for either conversion or demolition of 
the hostels, was lost from sight. All that remained was the traditionalist and 
national political agendas of the ifp pitted against the modernist vision of 
the ANC. But why did hostel dwellers participate in the violence? paulus 
Zulu’s explanation is that the harassment performed by certain ifp lead-
ers against reticent hostel dwellers caused them to participate out of fear 
(1993). However, and maybe more to the point, Mamdani argues that it 
was extremely difficult, if not impossible, for hostel dwellers to free them-
selves from the grip of the ifp. The Zulu movement was the only organisa-
tion taking a stance against the threat to their livelihoods. The ifp-aligned 
South African Hostel Dwellers Association claimed “that the campaign of 
the ANC and its allied forces (South African Council of Churches and Co-
satu) to abolish hostels is aimed at enforcing urbanisation of Africans and 
dispossessing Africans of their land” (quoted from Mamdani 1996a:278).

The entry of ifp culturalist discourse into nationalist politics and real 
here-and-now social issues produced an environment that was conducive 
to the violence on the reef. As Mamdani asserts, “without the series of 
ANC demands regarding the hostels … it is difficult to believe that the ifp 
could have secured more than a toehold in most reef hostels” (Mamdani 
1996a:275). likewise, it is hard to imagine that the violence would have 
taken the particular form it did, had it not been for the nationalisation 
of the hostel issue and the rise of nationalist politics. The violence ended 
in 1994 when the ifp decided, despite its initial vows to the contrary, to 
participate in the national elections. Thus, the political and everyday issues 
that had been at stake in the reef violence were subsumed under the po-
litical system. Although the ifp discourse of federalism and tradition was 
at loggerheads with the ANC vision of a centralist, modern South Africa, 
these political antagonisms were absorbed into the debates on the future of 
South African democracy. The constitution allows for traditional author-
ity without specifying what that entails. There are provincial and national 
assemblies of traditional leaders, and the provinces were allowed a measure 
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of autonomy that was not initially envisioned by the ANC. These issues are 
far from settled, and the spectre of the reef violence continues to loom over 
the debates9, but they continue to be settled within the democratic system. 
political antagonists thus found a legitimate political language through 
which to voice concerns other than through violent means.

informalised mobile livelihoods 
The ifp nationalist defence of mobile livelihoods and its urban base was 
only possible for certain migrants – those that through the national demo-
cratic revolution had been granted political rights and citizenship in South 
Africa. National politics that in principle affected all migrant groups was 
primarily an option for the Zulus or migrant groups that could be inscribed 
in the judicial order of the new nation-state. for other migrant groups, 
like the Basotho and Mozambican migrants, national politics was not an 
option. instead, they remained “aliens” – unwanted, delegalised – the ulti-
mate “other” in the new South Africa: without the autochthones’ territorial 
claim or national belonging, and hence cut off from most of the entitle-
ments bestowed on South Africans (peberdy 2001:28–9). in this sense, 
post-apartheid South Africa continued the practices of the past by which 
the regime labelled every non-South African an “alien” if he or she did not 
have formal labour relations in the mining or agricultural sector, and where 
no differentiation was made between refugees and informal migrants from, 
for instance, war-torn Mozambique.

protection in post-apartheid South Africa came most often from out-
side the nationalist political framework in the different organisations work-
ing with human rights questions. These organisations primarily employ a 
language of “humanity” (as opposed to “national rights”) and emphasise 
the historical significance of migrant work in South Africa in their critique 
of the xenophobic and abusive treatment of “aliens” (the official notion) or 
“un-documented” migrants (the term preferred by human rights organisa-
tions). They protest against the use of abusive language and behaviour, not 
least from state bureaucrats, and attempt to influence the national draft-
ing of legislation on international migration to include a rights-based en-
forcement of migration policy, but often to no avail, as state bureaucrats, 

�. in a debate over the role of traditional leadership, the Zulu king, king Goodwill 
Zwelethini, threatened in 2003 that traditional leaders would not accept signifi-
cant reductions in the power to allocate land, as was suggested in the eighth version 
of the Communal land Act, but would react with violence.
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politicians and the general South African populace have held the general 
view that “Africa is flooding the new South Africa” (Crush and McDonald 
2001). 

Neither migration to South Africa nor concerns over it are new. what 
has changed is the ways in which these movements are classified, talked 
about and acted upon. Crush and McDonald (2002:3–7) identify seven 
new trends that affect the numbers and ethnic make-up of the migrant 
group, namely increased formal unemployment; informalisation of mi-
grants; gender patterns of those migrating; informal trade networks; more 
undocumented migrants; increased refugee flows and the permanence of 
those coming to South Africa. The public debate attaches the highest im-
portance to the increased numbers of illegal migrants. Some official esti-
mates put the figure as high as 4.1 million illegal migrants, whereas more 
conservative estimates put the figure as low as half a million (Crush and 
McDonald 2002:6). Despite the discrepancies in numbers, there is little 
doubt that a significant number of migrants come into South Africa il-
legally. As economic structures change and migrants continue to have no 
legitimate political language, they have to invent or follow new routes to 
secure livelihoods. This leads to greater degrees of informality (Davies and 
Head 1995:439, Crush 1997:4). we begin at the most formal end of the 
continuum of strategies.

in order to continue formal (mine) employment, young men made 
their way to the mines where they intended to work. Here they paid cor-
rupt wENElA/tEBA or mine officials to “request” their labour. They 
then returned to their home country and waited for the telex requesting 
them to come (Davies and Head 1995:444). The “buy-a-telex” strategy 
was premised on the so-called “two-door policy”, where the front door was 
the Aliens Control Act of 1991 and its 1996 Amendment (Crush 1997b, 
1997:2–3). However the act also made provision for a number of exceptions 
constituted by bilateral labour agreements between South Africa and the 
governments of Mozambique, Botswana, Swaziland, Malawi and lesotho. 
These agreements were the “back door” into South Africa, as they allowed 
for “special recruitment schemes”. Not surprisingly, it was primarily em-
ployers with considerable political clout – especially in the mining industry 
and among white commercial farmers – who could exploit the exceptions 
to the tight influx control. 

The strategy became more important as the number of alternative ave-
nues for obtaining legal rights in South Africa decreased. Although a range 
of new “job seeking” categories for temporary residents was added to the 
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Aliens Act in 1994, the Department of Home Affairs (DHA) formalised 
an informal policy where “no immigrants in unskilled or semi-skilled cat-
egories would … be admitted to work in the country” (DHA quoted in 
Crush 1997b:4). This meant that practically no migrant worker from the 
SADC countries could enter South Africa on a legal work permit. The telex 
strategy combined with a practice DHA officials. This made it possible to 
change one’s status from “illegal migrant” to “legal migrant” with the ensu-
ing minimum of rights that official holders of papers could draw on. 

Another strategy was to engage in sub-contracting. Although it entailed 
higher degrees of informality, subcontracting followed the logic of entering 
illegally and moving towards a form of legality. The illegal migrants only 
registered with official authorities (such as tEBA or DfA) once they had 
found work (Davies and Head 1995:444, Crush 1997a:6). The number of 
sub-contracted workers employed on the gold mines rose from 5 percent of 
the workforce in 1987 to 10 per cent in 1994 – a total of 34,733 workers 
(Crush 1997a:6). Sub-contracting was not a new phenomenon, but while 
sub-contracting was previously confined to mine development work (dan-
gerous work like shaft-sinking and construction), in line with global trends 
in capitalism mining companies also out-sourced core production (Davies 
and Head 1995, Crush and McDonald 2001). The changing employment 
status of migrants mattered also in that, before, employers simply formal-
ised employment through a letter of support. with tighter immigration 
control, it was difficult to change the “purpose of entry”, and once the 
migrants were illegally inside South Africa, both they and the employers 
had an interest in circumventing the rules (Crush 1997a:3). Migrants were 
in consequence increasingly vulnerable and invisible with regard to formal 
rights and statistical presence.

A large number of first-time migrants ended up in (seasonal) agricul-
tural work as a first step in the direction of larger urban centres. in spite 
of the very low wages and hazardous working conditions, migrants often 
chose this sector as it was the least controlled and regulated – or simply 
because the agricultural centres were situated close to the main illegal mi-
grant routes from Zimbabwe and Mozambique. However, it was a precari-
ous livelihood. well-organised criminal groups targeted illegal migrants 
on both sides of the borders, work conditions were hazardous and pay was 
low. in spite of this, a temporary job might be the only option they had for 
surviving the first weeks or months in South Africa. 

The rights of migrants working in temporary jobs are also precarious. 
in contrast to industrial labour regulations, the agricultural sector was rela-
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tively free to seek migrant labour, and the DHA allowed post-hoc tempo-
rary resident and work permits for “foreign” agricultural migrant labour. 
Special border-posts with Zimbabwe were opened to facilitate the move-
ment of cheap seasonal labour. “Clearing houses” on the border were set 
up, where farmers with a special permit from DHA or the department of 
labour acquired cheap labour if they stated that they could not obtain local 
workers (Crush 1997b:5). in general, the system and the exceptions allowed 
for high degrees of corrupt practices and collusion between commercial 
farmers and the various authorities. working conditions were horrendous 
and salaries often did not exceed r30–40 per month. There were reports of 
how illegal migrant workers (or “slaves” as the reports often call them) were 
reported to police if they refused to work for the salaries offered. other 
workers, hired on a monthly contract without registration, were rounded 
up by the police after a telephone call to the local police a few days before 
pay day. There were also reports of collusion between the farmers and DHA 
officials in Mpumalanga, where officials allegedly “sold” Mozambican ille-
gal migrants to farmers. farmers bought documents formalising the status 
of the immigrants from DHA officials and kept the papers. if the now 
legalised workers left the farms they could be arrested and deported as 
“aliens”, as they did not have the proper documentation.

for many migrants, entering the formal economy in the above more or 
less formalised ways was either not possible or not worth choosing. instead, 
they entered the informal sector as street hawkers in small-scale enterprises 
(peberdy 1997; peberdy and rogerson 2002) operated by better-off Central 
or west African migrants. This was particularly the case for Mozambican 
illegal migrants who tried to generate capital for self-employment through 
“piece-jobs”, which were based on limited initial capital (Madsen 2004a). 
Most street hawking generated little income, and, what is important for 
our purpose, it fell outside the regulative framework of worker legisla-
tion, pension and health insurance. The competition with South African 
hawkers over prices and access to trading space was fierce and often violent 
(Human rights watch 1997). The “migrants-hiring-migrants” strategy 
can therefore be seen as a form of creating zones of security-in-numbers in 
an otherwise hostile and increasingly xenophobic environment. whereas 
the formal labour market was regulated, even to some extent with the in-
volvement of labour unions, no such protection existed in relation to street 
hawking.10 The lack of any formal protection and the physical visibility 

10. the only organisations working in this area, the trade organisations, although rep-
resenting only 14 per cent of the hawkers (peberdy 1997:11), have generally been 
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meant that non-South African hawkers were exposed not only to popular 
wrath but also to persecution from the former internal tracking unit and 
the “metro police” operating in all the major cities (Madsen 2004b). im-
portantly though, in spite of the harsh environment in which they had to 
operate, many of these informal traders were relatively optimistic about the 
future, as peberdy and rogerson (2002) report. They would most probably 
continue to come to South Africa in spite of the xenophobia of the general 
population and the zeal of the South African state in protecting the coun-
try from the foreign influx.

The new national legislation process
partly due to increased public pressure and fear of migration, the South 
African government began drafting a new act on migration in 1997. The 
process was characterised by the ambiguity and contradictions that have 
characterised South African migration policy. opposing perceptions of 
what should be the role of migrants ran deep and oscillated between fear 
of migration and pragmatic and/or idealistically based arguments in favour 
of migration. of these views, the fear of migration seemed, by far, to hold 
sway. 

The initial tenets of the new policy, outlined in a draft green paper in 
1997, were an attempt to strike a balance between the need to “pro-actively 
recruit immigrants with the skills, expertise and resources to make a con-
tribution to the development of our country” and the need to regulate the 
entrance of migrants who “are not authorised to be here” (Draft Green 
paper 1997:2). The white paper issued in 1999 in many ways opposed the 
green paper. it shifted “administrative and policy emphasis … from border 
control to community and workplace inspection with the participation of 
communities and the cooperation of other branches and spheres of govern-
ment” (white paper 1999:1). Thus the responsibility for law enforcement 
was partly taken away from the DHA and extended to civil society. The 
white paper accepted the green paper’s attempt to include those migrants 
valuable to South African society, but it put the primary emphasis on the 
protection of South African citizens. promoting South African interests 
should be considered as foremost on a hierarchy of interests, followed by 
SADC people and Africans in general and ending with the rest of the 
world. This last qualification is extremely ambiguous. on the one hand, 
the paper proposed that SADC migrants had priority second only to South 

opposed to trading rights for non-South Africans (peberdy 1997:3).
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Africans. on the other hand, they had to be skilful and yet still not deprive 
South Africans of opportunities. it is fair to presume that the drafters of 
the white paper were not talking about unskilled or semi-skilled Africans, 
who competed at the lowest end of the labour market. rather, they were 
addressing the level of, for instance, Zimbabwean academics or engineers. 
Although there were incidents where skilled illegal migrants were deported, 
most of the endeavours seemed to be directed towards the less socially for-
tunate migrants, like hawkers and agricultural labourers. 

The difference between the green paper and the white paper expressed 
in many ways the different approaches to migration within South Africa, 
where the more restrictive and defensive approach gained the upper hand 
(Crush and McDonald 2001, peberdy 2001). This became evident when 
the new immigration Act, which introduced very restrictive regulations, 
was finally made public in June 2002. However, the act was immediately 
challenged in court by a national non-profit organisation, lawyers for Hu-
man rights, which won its case. The human rights organisation’s victory 
pointed to the contradictions and ambiguities that characterised migration 
policy and practice. one remarkable example of the sometimes benign in-
terventions were the three periods of amnesty extended to certain groups of 
migrants between 1995 and 2000 under which thousands of migrants were 
able to apply for residence permits (Crush and McDonald 2001:5).

This could be seen as invalidating the argument, but in some ways the 
contradictions and ambiguities produced effects to the detriment of mi-
grant rights. The reason for this was that the legislative vacuum meant that 
regulation of migrants (legal or illegal) in South Africa depended less on 
law and more on discretion, courtesy and the ethical sense of the various 
law-enforcement agencies. These agencies proliferated in urban centres and 
on the borders with neighbouring countries, invariably followed by a sig-
nificant diffusion of responsibility and accountability.

Central to the enforcement of migration policies has been the South 
African police Services and more specifically the internal tracking unit 
(itu), as mentioned above. But with the disbandment of the itu’s dur-
ing the latter part of the 1990s, law enforcement was in the hands of pro-
vincial special units operated by various role-players: police, border units, 
ad hoc special units, commandos11 and even vigilante-style organisations. 
The same applied to the urban areas, where “normal” police, metro police, 

11. the commandos are part-time uniformed staff. originally commandos were the 
basic unit in the South African war on the Afrikaner side, and as such carry enor-
mous historical baggage for whites as well as for blacks. During apartheid, they 
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special operational units and even military platoons sometimes work to-
gether, for example during operation Crackdown (see klaaren and ramji 
2001). However, the proliferation of law enforcement units under different 
commands and legislation did not seem to change the methods involved 
in dealing with “foreigners”. These included, among others, searching 
hawking stands, pick-up points for day labourers and residential areas of 
“known” undocumented migrants. The core activity of the various units 
involved was hence to identify, arrest and deport “them” as expeditiously 
as possible. 

identification of undocumented migrants has remained a constant 
concern into the present. As documents can be forged, it is of little use 
to check whether those arrested have legal documentation. The DHA has 
asked the public to report on undocumented migrants, and operations such 
as operation Crackdown have offered rewards for calling special telephone 
numbers and reporting “aliens”. But in the final instance, in a strange re-
play of the apartheid logic of racial classification, the body is the ultimate 
source of certainty. This involves evaluating the use of language (accent 
and pronunciation of words) and appearance (hairstyle, clothing, vaccina-
tion marks and physical characteristics) (Crush 1997b, 12; see also Human 
rights watch 1997). with time, identification relating to the body has 
become increasingly technological. An example of this is the new “bar-
coded” official document with fingerprints that all non-South Africans are 
required to hold. According to DHA officials, the bar-coded document 
has a humanising effect: “Your barcode and your fingerprint will make life 
easier for you in South Africa. it humanises you” (Michael Thlomelang 
quoted in wagner 2002:9). 

Those who do not carry the mark of the right to stay, even if they carry 
documents or are South African, have forfeited their rights to stay in South 
Africa. Many people in this situation, South African or not, end up in the 
lindela repatriation Centre. lindela is managed by a private company, 
Dyambu, and several state departments, namely DHA, justice, correctional 
services and safety and security. law enforcement agencies also proliferate 
in lindela. rampant and unpunished use of force in the form of mistreat-
ment, rape, beating, torture and excessive detention, besides intentional 
(or unintentional) bureaucratic incapacities are widespread. As the South 
African Human rights Commission, which has published two reports on 
lindela, asserts, “Arrested persons were deliberately prevented from provid-

became the central unit in white, semi-private rural protection and became notori-
ous for their use of violence against rural blacks (see Manby 2001, 2002).
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ing accurate documents, valid identity documents were destroyed, bribes 
were taken for avoiding arrest or for release without documentation and 
processes were delayed by inefficient investigation methods and insufficient 
communication between different departments” (SAHrC 2000:36). Even 
though guards at lindela have the legal duty to assist assaulted persons, 
prevent abuse and protect detainees (SAHrC 2000:15–16) this often does 
not happen. Here the normal rules of law seem suspended and in spite of 
protests from human rights organisations, violence and abuse take place in 
a measure that appears to depend on the civility and ethical sense of the 
police, Dyambu guards and DHA personnel.

After lindela, those found to lack the credentials to stay in South Africa 
are deported. Most, however, vow to come back as soon as possible (Mad-
sen 2004a). in this there is probably an important lesson: the options for 
migrants in their home countries are such that they will continue to brave 
the hostile South African environment in pursuit of better days.

political subjectivities in the new South Africa
in this essay, we have examined the emergence of new political subjec-
tivities for different migrant groups after 1994. we began by exploring 
the emergence and subsequent crisis of the elaborate migrant labour sys-
tem into which people from the entire Southern African subcontinent were 
drawn to work in the huge mining and agro-industrial sectors of the apart-
heid state. This economic system was constantly in flux, but from the mid-
1980s the crises began to become more radical, and increasing numbers of 
workers were laid off as the mines downscaled, outsourced core activities 
and became more capital-intensive. from around 1990, when the winds of 
political change began to blow over South Africa, the radical restructuring 
of the economy merged with a re-negotiation of insiders and outsiders in 
the new South African nation-state. 

The democratic revolution included large sections of the South African 
black population for the first time, but it also further excluded and margin-
alised vast numbers of migrants from the SADC countries. The effects of 
the national recasting and the economic restructuring have had very serious 
but dissimilar effects on migrant livelihoods. whereas the democratic revo-
lution opened avenues for some – those who are now nationalised migrants 
– it blocked avenues for those without claims to South African nationality. 
The localised manner in which the national recasting took place meant that 
a particular language of national political representation was made acces-
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sible to the ethnic group of Zulus in order to challenge the threat posed by 
the ANC’s discourse and practice. The ANC strategy was not only aimed 
at political adversaries within the ifp, but also at what the party consid-
ered to be one of the worst incarnations of the evil apartheid regime: the 
system of racial capitalism supported by the migrant and hostel system. 
The problem of Zulu migrants was that they had based their economic and 
cultural livelihood on this system. from 1990 to 1994, one of the few pos-
sible avenues of protest for the hostel dwellers was to align themselves with 
the culturalist, chauvinistic, nationalist Zulu agenda of the ifp. The merg-
ing of these elements – economic restructuring, nationalist politics and the 
ethnicisation of the hostel issue – produced the violence on the reef. This 
violence died out as legitimate spaces opened up for the negotiation of ifp 
grievances within the nationalist political realm.

However, the nationalist project revolved around nativity, and no per-
manent political space opened up for migrants from the SADC countries. 
while the presence of migrants in South Africa was relatively well regu-
lated for formal migrants during the apartheid era, it was less so in the new 
South Africa. At the same time, post-apartheid South Africa seemed to be 
continuing at least some of the more malign characteristics of the former 
regime’s practices towards what both referred to as “aliens”. Coupled with 
the economic restructuring, migrants’ avenues for securing a livelihood 
were often blocked, and they were exposed to both structural and physical 
violence.

A number of commentators and academics have, with a great sense of 
urgency and concern, pointed to the similarities between apartheid practice 
and the practices of the new government. klaaren and ramji (2001) and a 
number of associates in the South African Migration project (SAMp), for 
example, argue that migration policy in South Africa still revolves around 
apartheid legislation, notably the Aliens Act of 1991, and that law enforce-
ment continues to be “dramatically similar to apartheid policing practices” 
(klaaren and ramji 2001:35). in this sense, apartheid becomes the bench-
mark of evil that a truly democratic South Africa must distance herself 
from. Although we recognise the empirical thrust of the argument, we feel 
less comfortable with the “othering” of apartheid. This is not because we 
see apartheid as anything less than malign. it is because positing apartheid 
as the benchmark of evil – or as being opposed to the rule of law in the 
new South Africa – prevents us from gauging the broader political issues 
around the production of national political subjectivities and sovereignty at 



The nationalist Imperative

83

stake in the apartheid regime as well as in the democratic South Africa. to 
examine this, we need to make a short excursion into political theory.

in constitutional democracy, the law is the highest principle, the norm 
from where all political legitimacy is derived. This is the principle replayed 
in the new constitution’s second article, which states that “The Constitu-
tion is the supreme law of the republic; law or conduct inconsistent with 
it is invalid”. Contrary to this assumption, the italian philosopher Giorgio 
Agamben asserts that political subjectivity under the rule of law is premised 
on and constituted by a twin figure outside the rule of law. following Carl 
Schmitt (1985), the first figure is the sovereign with the power to decide 
when law is law, and when it must be suspended due to a perceived extreme 
emergency that threatens the rule of law. The second constitutive figure 
outside the rule of law is that embodiment of the extreme emergency – she 
or he whose life threatens the body politic. This person who has forfeited 
the constitutional rights, Agamben terms Homo Sacer or “naked life”, that 
person who can be killed without repercussions and whose death cannot 
be ritualised (Agamben 1998:82). According to Agamben, the assertion 
that “there is nothing above the law”, which is the benchmark for differ-
entiating between apartheid and democratic rule, hides this twin figure of 
sovereign power and naked life that both is constitutive of the rule of law 
and stabilises it.

in our analysis, the new South African state, rather than only repro-
ducing old apartheid categories, draws on them in expressing something 
integral to the rule of law. it decides on the exception and locates the ex-
treme emergency with migrants. These people are then relegated to a space 
outside the normal workings of the law, founded on the trinity between 
nation, state and nativity that provided Zulu hostel dwellers, represented 
by the ifp, with a political language in which to express their grievances. 
This space outside the law is what Agamben calls the “camp”. The notion 
of the camp should not be taken too literally as a concentration camp. He 
says, “The essence of the camp consists in the materialization of the state 
of exception”. in this space, he continues, “human beings … have been so 
completely deprived of their rights and prerogatives to the point that com-
mitting any act against them would no longer appear as a crime” (Agamben 
2000a:40). in South Africa, many places serving as “spaces of the exception” 
qualify as camps, but nowhere more so than lindela repatriation Camp.

The camp figures prominently in the modern history of the nation-
state. Contrary to what one could expect, the camp is not born of ordinary 
law, but of Schutzhaft – protective custody – as a means to “avoid threats 
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to the security of the state” (Agamben 2000a:37). The camp is intimately 
related to the political system of the nation-state being founded, as ex-
plained above, on the functional nexus between a determinate territory 
and a state in which the inscription of nativity (birth within this nexus) 
becomes synonymous with the nation-state. Migrants, immigrants and 
refugees challenge this particular constitution of the nation-state. Accord-
ing to Agamben, we can interpret the camp as the “hidden regulator of the 
inscription of life” (Agamben 2000a:42) in the order of the nation-state, 
because laws on citizenship and denationalisation emerge exactly when this 
nomos can no longer inscribe increasing groups of people in the order of 
the nation-state. The present intense focus on “foreigners” in South Africa 
seems to present a similar situation of crisis – real or perceived – for the 
inscription of national personhood. it is in this situation of insecurity about 
the national political subject that lindela – and other similar spaces outside 
the law that regulate legitimate political activities – becomes crucial for sta-
bilising the New South Africa. This is not a replay of apartheid politics, nor 
is it something destined to disappear when transformation is complete. it 
is the originating moment of sovereignty upon which post-apartheid South 
Africa partly rests. Hence, at the very moment that post-apartheid South 
Africa assumed its place in the Southern African renaissance, the national-
ist imperative hardened the boundaries towards the Africa that pan-Afri-
can discourses had attempted to re-inscribe. in an ironic twist, the pledge 
to regional solidarity and development seems to be compromised by the 
more invisible pledge to national security. 
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Lalli Metsola and Henning Melber

Namibia’s pariah Heroes

introduction
in 1989, when the war between the occupying power, South Africa, and the 
liberation movement, Swapo1, came to an end, fighting forces on both sides 
were demobilised. The demobilised soldiers and fighters were soon identi-
fied as a problem in need of “integration” or “reintegration”.2 During the 
following 15 years of independence, the issue of ex-combatants and former 
fighters has attracted repeated attention.3 This chapter explores questions 
related to state formation and emerging forms of citizenship and belonging 
since Namibia’s independence, as illustrated by the case of the ex-combat-
ants.4 Several studies have examined conditions for successful reintegration 

1. Before independence, the official name of the movement was South west Africa 
people’s organisation (SwApo), later SwApo of Namibia. After independence, it 
was changed to “Swapo party”. in this chapter, we use “Swapo” throughout, unless 
quoted differently. 

2. Both terms appear in official and research parlance.
3. former guerrillas of Swapo’s military wing, the people’s liberation Army of Na-

mibia (plAN) are at the core of the Namibian understanding of the concept of “ex-
combatant”. the term is sometimes used in a broader sense to cover all those who 
have been targeted by reintegration programmes, including non-guerrilla former 
exiles and former members of the colonial army, the South west African territorial 
force (SwAtf) and the special counterinsurgency unit “koevoet” (“crowbar”). 
However, those who fought on the South African side are more often referred to 
as “former fighters”. while the distinct treatment of the groups in the process of 
“(re-)integration” would be of additional interest, this chapter limits its focus to the 
former plAN combatants. 

4. it is based on a longer paper by lalli Metsola (2005), which has subsequently been 
revised by Henning Melber. Data have mainly been collected during lalli Met-
sola’s fieldwork in north-central Namibia and windhoek in 2002–03. it consists 
of life stories and thematic interviews with about 90 ex-combatants and former 
fighters, notes of personal observations and informal discussions and interviews 
with approximately 40 government and Swapo personnel as well as “civil society” 
representatives, complemented by programme documents, official correspondence, 
parliamentary debates and media items. lalli Metsola wishes to thank all those 

SwApo Ex-Combatants between liberation  
Gospel and Security interests
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and assessed state interventions with regard to this group (tapscott and 
Mulongeni 1990, tamas 1992, preston et al. 1993, Simon and preston 
1993, Gleichmann 1994, Colletta et al. 1996, preston 1997, leBeau 2005, 
McMullin 2005). The aim of this chapter is different. its concern is not 
whether the stated objectives of reintegration have been met or how they 
could be better met. rather, it will examine why the question of ex-com-
batants has received so much attention and what courses of action the state 
(and ruling party) functionaries have taken. we focus firstly on the con-
struction of categories and ways of speaking about the ex-combatant issue. 
Second, we look at the practices of classifying, including and excluding as-
sociated with “reintegration”. Third, we examine the interplay between the 
state and party actors and ex-combatants. By doing so, we try to contribute 
to understanding the nature and current formation of the Namibian state 
and its relations with its citizens or population. we conclude by discuss-
ing the competing tendencies of personalised versus bureaucratic forms of 
power and associated forms of subjectivity and agency in Namibian politi-
cal and social arrangements.

This chapter connects with studies that see the state less as a set of 
administrative institutions that have been established at a certain point in 
time than as “a set of practices and processes and their effects” (trouillot 
2001:131; see also Mitchell 1999) that is formed in a continuous negotia-
tion of interests and identities between various actors (Steinmetz 1999:9). 
A closely related current lays stress on how the state is performed and ex-
perienced in the everyday encounters of state agencies and functionaries 
with the citizenry or population (Gupta 1998, fuller and Bénéï 2001, Das 
and poole 2004, Hansen and Stepputat 2005 and 2001, Corbridge et al. 
2005). 

we argue that in Namibia, security concerns provide a crucial link 
between “reintegration” and state formation. Although issues of security 
have always been central to state agendas, it has been proposed that recent 
years have witnessed a shift towards securitisation of development (Duff-
ield 2001a and 2001b). Crime and conflict prevention, conflict resolution, 
post-conflict reconstruction, and more generally, poverty reduction, pro-

who have shared their views and knowledge, with special thanks to Gideon Matti 
and likius Ndjuluwa for indispensable research assistance and to Jeremy Gould for 
constructive comments on earlier versions of this work. the Academy of finland 
provided the financial means for the study, while the Department of Sociology of 
the university of Namibia helped both in academic and practical terms during 
periods of fieldwork.
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vision of basic needs and good governance have entered the mainstream 
of development in the belief that security and development are mutually 
implicated. in a sense, Namibian ex-combatant “reintegration” efforts can 
easily be placed in the context of securitisation of development. Although 
it is questionable to what degree and in what sense “reintegration” meas-
ures have contributed to the stated objectives of security and development, 
discourses that lay stress on the security-development link have certainly 
played a role in justifying “reintegration”. However, we wish to contribute 
to a particular perspective, proposed by the editors in their introduction 
to this volume, of national and local security practices – and ultimately, 
sovereignty in the sense proposed by Agamben (1998) – building on the 
biopolitical activity of including and excluding, and working differently on 
included and excluded bodies through civilising and “upgrading”, on the 
one hand, and exclusion and violent “downgrading”, on the other.

Based on Bourdieu’s (1999:57–63) notion of different forms of capital, 
we can think of different kinds of security towards which dominant ac-
tors in society strive. These include physical or territorial security (sought 
through the military and policing), social security (sought through the 
pacification of “the population” by economic and social policy) and sym-
bolic security (sought through the creation of shared perceptions, for in-
stance by bureaucratic classification, codification and unification as well as 
by nation building through narratives and practices of commemoration). 
Broadly speaking, the ways of achieving security can draw on coercion, 
persuasion and various combinations of the two. The more the dominant 
social groups manage to combine different aspects of security by violence, 
social and economic policy and symbolic production, the more likely will 
be the continuation and consolidation of the status quo. However, this is a 
project complicated by the heterogeneous demands and interpretations of 
the “population” or “citizens”. The formation of statehood and citizenship 
occurs in this interplay of interventions and the agendas of the people tar-
geted or left out. However, the distinction between state interventions and 
the people’s responses and claims is far from clear-cut, as will become evi-
dent when one pays attention to subjectivity. Many state practices – inten-
tionally and unintentionally – contribute to the very formation of people as 
citizens and subjects through biopolitical techniques and government, in 
the sense of “the conduct of conduct” (foucault 1982:220–1, also foucault 
1991, Dean 1999, rose 1999, Cruikshank 1999, walters 2000, ferguson 
and Gupta 2002). while western forms of government and biopolitical 
techniques have spread into societies of the South during the last few cen-
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turies, they have not swept aside the local and the particular. rather, they 
have a history of interaction, conflict and cross-pollination with local forms 
of social relations and power. it is therefore essential to focus on the empiri-
cal trajectories of particular forms of government and associated subjectivi-
ties.

prelude: April 1989 revisited
in November 2005, road construction works in the northern parts of Na-
mibia (previously called ovamboland) – former war-zone under curfew 
since the 1970s – brought to light some of the gruesome evidence of the 
recent past, when shallow mass graves were discovered in the vicinity of 
former South African military bases. Subsequent information from local 
residents led to the identification of a growing number of similar places 
where corpses had been unceremoniously buried in bigger or smaller num-
bers without any trace of their identity and the concrete circumstances 
of their violent deaths. Seemingly, the existence of these mass graves was 
common knowledge among the local people, though since Namibian inde-
pendence they had never been turned into a matter of wider public interest. 
The bodies hastily disposed of some 15 years earlier were most likely those 
of Swapo fighters killed by members of the South African forces in execu-
tion-style massacres during the first days of April 1989, when hundreds of 
the liberation movement’s guerrillas were ordered to surrender their arms 
under the ceasefire agreement. The discovery of the mass graves was a re-
minder of one of the single bloodiest events in Namibia’s liberation strug-
gle that took place at a time when hopes had been nurtured for a peaceful 
transition, a transition which was, by this act called into question at the 
last moment. what exactly happened during those early days of April 1989 
and who is to blame for murdering the hundreds of people who expected to 
lay down their arms, remains hotly disputed, and is a blame game that we 
are unwilling to join. But the strong emotional and ideological responses 
that were provoked show that the decolonisation of Namibia and the fate 
of the liberation movement’s guerrilla fighters remains a contested theme. 
John Matshikiza, himself a South African ANC activist in exile until the 
early 1990s (and familiar with the situation in the neighbouring countries 
through his own experiences on the ground), commented in his South Af-
rican newspaper column “with the lid off” that “amnesia is a wonderful 
thing”, and posed some embarrassing questions to all the parties who were 
involved in Namibia’s transition to independence:
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Who were all those guys whose skulls have just been dug up anyway? Would 
anybody miss them? To Geldenhuys [then in command of the South African 
army] and his faceless masters in Pretoria (some of whom were to go on to win 
the Nobel Peace Prize in later years), they were just so many units of vaguely 
menacing vermin. To the UN, far removed among the wealthy towers of New 
York, they were abstract black pawns in a recently abandoned East-West power 
game. To the liberation movement, they were troublesome mouths to feed and 
clothe, the voice of the people taking on a life of its own of a kind that was 
never intended. Believe me, there were rebellions in all the Southern African 
liberation movement camps, the rank and swine, as they came to call them-
selves, champing at the bit in the face of leaderships that veered from indeci-
siveness to naked corruption. (Matshikiza 2005)

for Sam Nujoma, Namibia’s first head of state from 1990 until 2005 and 
president of Swapo since its founding in 1960, the last parts of this state-
ment would be a crime amounting to high treason. in late November 2005, 
parliament, in which Swapo’s enjoyed a two-thirds majority, conferred 
upon him the official title of “founding father of the Namibian Nation”. 
while many (mostly outside Swapo) resented the fact that a single person 
could be declared the parent of a whole country and its people, parlia-
ment’s action symbolises a significant perception deriving from the “strug-
gle days”, namely that of vesting patriarchal responsibility over minors in 
the one and only leader as the ultimate form of personified state power. 
This responsibility, executed on behalf of the movement, translates social 
processes into personalised initiatives. while a John Matshikiza can ask 
pertinent questions and offer his thoughts as quoted above, Sam Nujoma 
and his comrades cannot allow space for such reflections. instead, they an-
nounce that once the mass graves are neatly taken care of, monuments will 
be erected to commemorate these heroes of the liberation struggle who sac-
rificed their lives for Namibia’s independence. The circumstances of their 
deaths, however, will not be investigated further. in his capacity as Swapo 
president, Nujoma emphasised at a central committee meeting of the party 
in December 2005 that no old wounds would be reopened by “digging up 
the past” (a peculiar expression in this context).5 

A cloak of secrecy therefore will most likely continue to hang over one 
of the last steps in the process of decolonisation. Swapo’s president, despite 
the lack of any convincing evidence, quickly reinforced a “patriotic history” 
version of the April massacres, blaming them on an imperialist conspiracy 

5. Quoted from a report in Allgemeine Zeitung, 12 December 2005.
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initiated by the Thatcher government. This pre-empted any meaningful 
alternative debate, which might have created public space for critical assess-
ments of the role and decisions taken by the liberation movement’s leader-
ship during the final stages of formal decolonisation. The few who, due to 
their own involvement at the time, openly dared to challenge the propa-
ganda version, or at least intimated a differing approach not supportive of 
the obvious cover-up of the unresolved matter, were sidelined and even 
removed from office.6 

This episode illustrates that there are several dimensions of the ex-com-
batant issue that have not yet been dealt with in a way that would allow 
it to be put to rest as part of an established history of anti-colonial resist-
ance. Namibia’s liberation movement opted to put aside public debate on 
such matters. for instance, a truth and reconciliation commission was not 
established, unlike in neighbouring South Africa where, despite its limita-
tions, it was evidence of a willingness to discuss sensitive issues in public in 
an attempt to forge unity in a deeply divided society. instead, the notion of 
“national reconciliation” was used as an argument for why the past should 
not be discussed. However, issues such as the position of ex-combatants 
and former fighters in independent Namibia touch upon so-called nation 
building and the way it is approached and defined by those in power. 

The political economy of Namibian state formation 
Namibia was colonised by Germany from 1884 onwards and by South Af-
rica from 1915 until 1990. Colonial rule created a “bifurcated” (Mamdani 
1996a) and strongly policed state, divided into white settler areas, where 
whites enjoyed liberal citizen rights, and ethnically determined, indirectly 
ruled “homelands”. The movement and activities of the colonised were un-
der strict surveillance and had deep social and cultural repercussions. The 
colonial economy uprooted large numbers of people to work as migrant la-

6. As a former plAN fighter on the ground, the acting secretary-general of the 
Swapo-affiliated trade union umbrella body National union of Namibian work-
ers (NuNw), peter Naholo, dissociated himself and his organisation from the 
unauthorised release of a trade union statement in support of Nujoma’s propagated 
view. As a direct consequence, he was in December 2005 ousted from office by a 
pro-Nujoma faction in the NuNw’s higher echelons. At the next NuNw con-
gress at the end of April 2006, this group managed, amidst great controversy, to 
confirm the dismissal of both peter Naholo as well as the NuNw president, risto 
kapenda, who had refused to act against Naholo. As a protest against the dubious 
procedures adopted, delegates of the mineworkers’ union (MuN) and the teachers’ 
union (NANtu) left the congress.
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bourers. Missionaries and colonial officials sought to root out “uncivilised” 
and “un-orderly” practices and promote self-improvement through educa-
tion, work and care of one’s self and home (see e.g., Comaroff and Comar-
off 1991 and 1997, Gordon 1998, Melber 2000a, wallace 2002). Namibian 
nationalist movements emerged in the 1950s. Among them, Swapo soon 
rose to prominence and became the ruling party when Namibia gained 
its independence in 1990. Swapo originated as an organisation that cam-
paigned for ovambo migrant workers’ rights, although the nascent urban-
ised intellectual elite (with an ovambo background) played a significant 
role in its leadership and mobilisation (tapscott 2001:309). Despite soon 
broadening its objectives into national liberation and denouncing ethnic 
factionalism, the movement has remained predominantly ovambo-sup-
ported. Swapo increasingly operated in exile from the early 1960s onwards, 
whence it launched its armed struggle in 1966. tens of thousands of Na-
mibians, mainly from ovamboland or oshiwambo-speakers from other 
parts of the country, went into exile after the mid-1970s and joined Swapo. 
At the end of the war, the fighting forces were demobilised and exiled Na-
mibians repatriated. This translated into approximately 45–50,000 return-
ees (preston 1997:454, Saul and leys 1995:63–4), of whom an uncertain 
number were people’s liberation Army of Namibia (plAN) ex-combat-
ants.7 

At independence, a system of multi-party democracy and parliamentary 
representation was established and a moderate liberal constitution adopted 
with fundamental rights guaranteed to all individual citizens.8 However, 

7. whereas the number of demobilised SwAtf and koevoet fighters is available 
(25,000), since the South African administration had them on record, it is more 
difficult to arrive at the number of ex-plAN combatants and other former exiles. 
Swapo either did not have exact lists of its combatants or has not, for one reason 
or another, disclosed them. plAN forces were demobilised before repatriation and 
returned as civilians. Some plAN members remained in Angola until late 1989 
as a reserve. it is hard to say how many of the returnees had been plAN combat-
ants either immediately before or at some point before repatriation. Sources give 
widely divergent numbers ranging from around 9,000 to around 30,000, at least 
partly depending on how “ex-plAN-combatant” is defined (see e.g., Gleichmann 
1994:136, Colletta et al. 1996:131–2, preston 1997:455).

8. this has been explained in various ways, including changes in global and regional 
political dynamics, the attainment of Namibia’s independence through interna-
tional negotiations, the drafting of the constitution on the basis of principles ac-
cepted by the uN Security Council in 1982, and the fact that Swapo did not 
gain the two-thirds majority required to draft the constitution on its own (see 
e.g., Dobell 1995b:175–6, Dobell 1998:69–76, 82–105, Cliffe et al. 1994, Erasmus 
2000:79–83, Melber 2004).



FRoM InequALITy To InSeCuRITy?

�2

in practice, different kinds of political organisation still exist and influence 
national politics, including local forms of authority that derive from both 
precolonial and colonial times. other “non-liberal” tendencies have entered 
the Namibian state through the practices of the former liberation move-
ment. in exile, Swapo was clearly authoritarian, which is hardly surprising, 
given the war in which it was engaged. However, this fact has had impor-
tant repercussions for Namibian political culture after independence. it has 
been argued that Swapo’s practices have not been greatly transformed, and 
through its dominance of the political field (made possible by an absolute 
majority in parliament) the authoritarian tendencies have to some extent 
spilled over into the way the state is steered (see, e.g., leys and Saul 1994, 
leys and Saul 1995, Dobell 1998, tapscott 1995 and 2001:319–21, Melber 
2003b and 2003c).

Namibia’s economy is dominated by a capital-intensive primary sec-
tor that contributes considerable revenue to state coffers but offers few job 
opportunities. The public sector remains the main formal employer and 
welfare provider. After independence, the new black elite increased its 
share by allocating influential government positions with considerable side 
benefits as well as mining concessions, fishing quotas, and land or cheap 
farming loans to the “previously disadvantaged”, often along informal lines 
of camaraderie and kinship (Melber 2003e and 2005a). in the name of 
maintaining political stability, preventing the flight of capital and attract-
ing investments, government policies have largely preserved old, highly un-
equal social and economic relations. These policies walk a fine line between 
the interests of the new black elite and middle class and white farmers, 
entrepreneurs and civil servants, on the one hand, and the largely un- or 
underemployed majority that survives on subsistence agriculture and infor-
mal economic activity, on the other, confronted by increasing rates of un-
employment, chronic poverty and destitution (Melber 2005c). it therefore 
comes as no surprise that essential policies have been justified in terms of 
the maintenance of “peace and stability”, “national unity” and “reconcili-
ation”, that is, security concerns. This is based on Namibia’s long-standing 
history of organised violence, on the volatility of the ruling pact as well as 
on the importance of controlling the state apparatus for securing resources. 
Ex-combatant “reintegration” has emerged as an important sub-question in 
this context. The ex-combatants have confronted the elite vision of govern-
ing Namibia with one of its most direct challenges to date.
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Ex-combatants as a contested issue 
The Swapo leadership returning from exile filled most of the top positions 
in the newly established Namibian government. Those who had obtained 
an education abroad became part of the higher public service or joined the 
private sector and contributed their number to the emerging black mid-
dle class. However, the majority who had never made it further than the 
camps and field of combat often found themselves without employment or 
useful skills. There was no reintegration policy in the period immediately 
following the demobilisation and repatriation of ex-combatants and other 
returnees (Colletta et al. 1996, preston 1997). The government assumed 
that they would return to their homes and resume their lives back in their 
local communities. But social realities had dramatically changed since the 
activists had left for exile and a return to a status quo ante was simply not 
possible. The passivity of the Swapo leadership was therefore tantamount 
to abandoning its rank and file members, who returned from exile to a 
home country that no longer offered them the necessary means to survive 
in dignity. Even some “living legends” never managed to secure a position 
within the higher ranks of the party in exile, despite their personal sacri-
fices for the common cause, and were not spared such sobering and painful, 
if not degrading subsequent experiences. Eliaser tuhadeleni, also known as 
kaxumba kaNdola, is a particularly prominent case in point. He was the 
no. 1 accused in the 1967–68 pretoria trial, State v. eliaser Tuhadeleni and 
36 others, for which the notorious retroactive terrorism Act was enacted. 
He was sentenced to life imprisonment and spent the next 18 years mainly 
on robben island. released in 1985, he left Namibia and returned in 1989 
during the transition to independence. He lived in windhoek without se-
cure income, no support and was moved around for shelter. His family 
was unable to be properly reunited in the absence of an established home. 
According to one of his daughters, he felt “sad, rejected, and unwanted. 
He got heart broken ... He waited for his call to service day after day. He 
was always ready for duties. This never happened, but inside him were the 
expectations of ‘freedom and work’” (Namhila 2005:143). tuhadeleni fi-
nally moved back to his original homestead in the north and rebuilt his 
home with his own hands. After he died in November 1997, he received 
a hero’s funeral. His contributions to Namibia’s liberation, however, were 
never honoured during his lifetime. 

The first wave of “reintegration” was a side effect of the formation of a 
new national army and police (preston 1997:463). However, this absorbed 
only about 8,000 to 10,000 ex-combatants and former fighters (preston 
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1997:459, 463), which meant that a large number of them remained un-
employed and expected help from what they saw as “their government”. 
By August 1990, groups of ex-combatants were demonstrating. Conse-
quently, the first ex-combatant registration took place, followed by the first 
“reintegration” measures. These included a gratuity payment for registered 
ex-combatants and former fighters, a skills development project (the Devel-
opment Brigade), a resettlement programme and rehabilitation of the war-
disabled (Colletta et al. 1996, preston 1997:455, 463). The Development 
Brigade – later Development Brigade Corporation (DBC) – aimed at skills 
training and was the first large-scale, long-term “reintegration” project. it 
managed to incorporate only 4,000 ex-combatants, and most of them were 
retrenched during the last years of the corporation. Although the DBC 
was initially meant for fighters from both sides, eventually its membership 
was almost exclusively drawn from the ranks of ex-plAN (Colletta et al. 
1996, preston 1997:463–5). By the late 1990s, the subsidiary companies of 
the DBC had largely gone bankrupt and the DBC was dissolved in 2001. 
what the DBC did manage to do, however, was to defuse ex-combatant 
resentment to some extent and provide those whom it incorporated with a 
lifestyle notably similar to that in exile.9 There were also a number of other 
initiatives. Ex-combatants became one of the major groups catered for in 
the country’s resettlement programme (preston 1997:466–7, republic of 
Namibia 1997).10 

from the mid-1990s onwards, there has been a shift from various 
uncoordinated schemes to centrally coordinated direct government em-
ployment.11 A committee of deputy ministers was appointed and a socio-

�. life in exile was largely military or semi-military and strongly communal. Apart 
from a minority who were sent for studies, the exiles lived in camps, called Na-
mibian Health and Education Centres, or were deployed in plAN units. Swapo 
sought to reform the exiles into loyal cadres through military training and political 
and other education. these arrangements had both practical, disciplinary purposes 
and more pervasive, “civilising” aims. for more detailed accounts of life in exile, 
see Metsola (2001:129–73), Mbamba (1979), Hishongwa (1983:58–66), katjavivi 
(1986:307–11), peltola (1995:143–6, 150–3, 162) and some of the evidence in leys 
and Brown (2005) and Becker (2005). the dissident view of those declared “trai-
tors” and “spies” by Swapo is documented i.a. by Nathanael (2002), but also Groth 
(1995). 

10. However, the scheme has not been viable in the long run because of inappropriate 
targeting and other problems. Another initiative required companies applying for 
government tenders to employ a certain number of ex-combatants.

11. this shift followed from the proposals of the technical Committee on Ex-combat-
ants (republic of Namibia 1998:15) but is also in line with earlier recommenda-
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economic integration fund formed to find ways of solving the issue of ex-
combatants. After another registration of ex-combatants in 1995, cabinet 
decided in 1996 to transfer responsibility for addressing the ex-combatant 
question to the National planning Commission (NpC). A company, the 
Socio-economic integration programme for Ex-Combatants (SipE), was 
established through the NpC. its tasks included seeking and creating job 
and training opportunities for ex-combatants as well as assisting children 
whose parents had died in exile while participating in the liberation strug-
gle.

During 1997 and 1998, there were recurring demonstrations through-
out the country. They culminated in July and August 1998 when thou-
sands of ex-combatants assembled in windhoek to camp there for weeks 
in defiance of orders to disperse. A similarly spectacular mass action took 
place at the ondangwa airport in northern Namibia. By means of both 
these public incidents, ex-combatants articulated their grievances about 
being neglected and their demands to be employed by government. The 
cabinet set up a technical committee to address the problem. Significantly, 
it was placed under the cabinet committee on defence and security and 
consisted of permanent secretaries and other high-ranking officials from 
various ministries, government institutions and Swapo. All of them had ex-
tensive leadership experience within the liberation movement’s exile struc-
tures, especially its military wing (republic of Namibia 1998:4–5). in co-
operation with SipE, the committee carried out a countrywide registration 
of ex-combatants and made a number of proposals (republic of Namibia 
1998:3–5, republic of Namibia 2000). These included direct government 
employment for most of those registered and the discontinuation of DBC. 
The proposals were put into practice from late 1998 onwards and came 
to be known as the peace project.12 under this project, by 2002 18,361 
ex-combatants and former fighters had been registered. of these, 14,875 
had been employed and 2,297 classified as war veterans. of those em-
ployed, 9,188 were placed under the ministry of home affairs, mainly the 

tions of the world Bank (Colletta et al. 1996) and a study by ilo consultants that 
was funded by the Eu (republic of Namibia 1996).

12. “we propose to the Namibian Nation to honour the integration of ex-combatants 
into the working life as a ‘peace project’”. Minister of finance Nangolo Mbumba 
(since 2005 minister of education) on 7 April 1999 in parliament; Debates of the 
National Assembly, vol. 32/1999.
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Namibian police (Nampol),13 and ministry of defence, mainly the defence 
force. The ministry of prisons and correctional services and the ministry of 
environment and tourism employed 2,058 ex-combatants, many of them 
as prison and game wardens. five other ministries accounted for a total of 
3,446 ex-combatants. only 183 were employed elsewhere.14 

Ex-combatants as heroes and a social problem
in post-independence Namibia, the image of the former guerrillas has been 
dual. on the one hand, they are portrayed as national heroes who made 
sacrifices for liberation. on the other, they are perceived as a persistent 
social problem, in need of economic, social and psychological rehabilita-
tion, and a potential threat to social, political and economic stability. The 
idea of the ex-combatant or war veteran as an archetypal hero of the nation 
flows directly from the nationalist narrative of Namibian history.15 it has 

13. thousands of ex-combatants have been recruited into the Special field force (Sff), 
a paramilitary Nampol unit assigned with tasks beyond ordinary policing duties. 
the Sff is mainly responsible for patrolling the borders, but also supplements the 
activities of other branches of Nampol by patrolling in other parts of the country. 
the Sff outnumbers other Nampol personnel by nearly 3 to 1; “[w]e have plus 
minus 7000 members of the Special field force and 2000 regular police … this 
has been as a result of the ex-combatants we have taken in over the years since 
1996.” Minister of Home Affairs Jerry Ekandjo (since 2005 minister of lands and 
resettlement), 9 November 2001, Debates of the National Assembly 53/2001.

       A fascinating admission of the special character of the Sff was given by Ekand-
jo on 29 April 1999: “the main function of the Special field force is to patrol the 
borders of Namibia. the borders are long … these people sleep in the field, no 
mosquito nets, no tents, nothing whatsoever. So the money budgeted for this must 
cater for medicine, malaria tablets, for snake bites, for field kitchens, tents, etc … 
we have put up substations and at every substation we allocate one properly trained 
police officer and maybe ten members of the Special field force. the officer who 
is properly trained is the one in command … [and] must man the police station 
… these people [the Sff] patrol by foot in the villages where there are many cuca 
shops. the Special field force patrols the squatter areas in katutura. we want the 
properly trained police to investigate crime”. Debates of the National Assembly, 
vol. 34/1999. Note the distinction between the Sff and “properly trained” police 
officers. Sff units were deployed alongside the National Defence force (NDf) to 
respond with force to the failed secessionist attempt in the Caprivi region in August 
1999. 

14. figures obtained by lalli Metsola from SipE during an interview with Nghidini-
hamba Ndilula, the general manager of the company and member of the technical 
committee (29 october 2002).

15. for closer analysis, see Metsola (2001:34–48) and Melber (2003d and 2005b). 
Before Namibia’s independence, the nationalist interpretation of history was de-
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been used to characterise ex-combatants in official documents, political de-
bates and the media alike. for example, then Minister of Health and Social 
Services libertine Amathila (since 2005, deputy prime minister) justified 
the proposed war Veterans Subvention Bill in the following way on 27 
october 1998 and 4 March 1999: 

Ex-PLAN combatants … did not have time for education … Some of them 
bear evidence of the war to this date … A brief reflection on their contribu-
tion makes this bill a moral and ethical imperative. These are the people who 
braved the hazards of nature … [and] who engaged the enemy militarily so 
that Namibia is independent today … [T]hey are the ones who sacrificed their 
education, sacrificed their everything and we have to look after them. (Debates 
of the National Assembly, vol. �0/1998 and vol. �2/1999)

Nahas Angula, then minister of higher education, vocational training, sci-
ence and technology (since 2005, prime minister), supported the bill on 3 
November 1998: 

[T]his Bill is not just about alleviating the economic and social plight of the 
veterans, it is a Bill to affirm and reaffirm their contribution made and their 
sacrifices … When we sing the National Anthem we are singing about the 
heroes – these veterans. When we affirm here our commitment to the Con-
stitution, we are affirming to their contribution, because that Constitution is 
there as a symbol of their sacrifice … [It is] our moral obligation to make sure 
that some of these people … who have lost their limbs or lost their parents, 
husband, wives, can live comfortably in the country which is of their creation. 
(Debates of the National Assembly, vol. �1/1998)

Not least, the ex-combatants themselves have consistently referred to the 
register of heroism in their recurrent demonstrations over the years, as a 
reminder of the sacrifice they made for liberation. This was not merely 
a tactical choice intended to soften the hearts of policy-makers and the 
public, but a narrative that also has considerable existential significance for 
ex-combatants.16 

veloped in publications by Swapo, the united Nations institute for Namibia and 
various, mostly western solidarity organisations. it has been continued in strug-
gle literature published after independence, the most important example being 
Sam Nujoma’s “autobiography” (Nujoma 2001; for a critical analysis see Saunders 
2003).

16. this aspect came across strongly in the interviews and discussions conducted with 
ex-combatants for this study. it can also be discerned in documentation of mili-
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when used by politicians and government officials, this language of 
(military) heroism has mainly been directed towards a home audience. As 
it connects with the dominant narrative of national history, it could be 
used to draw support from the public, as well as the legislators, by turn-
ing the question of ex-combatants into a moral issue at the centre of the 
nation’s historical identity. More specifically, this language is also directed 
at the ex-combatants themselves, as a soothing recognition and a form of 
containment. Here we touch on an important aspect of why ex-combatants 
have featured so centrally in the Namibian political scene. As they oc-
cupy a strategic position in the dominant narrative of the nation’s history, 
they are crucial for the ruling party’s version of nation building not just 
in practical terms, but also symbolic terms. indeed, one of the motives for 
ex-combatant “reintegration” may have been to prevent them from starting 
to “misremember”, from the ruling party’s point of view, the history of the 
“liberation struggle”, thus feeding memory politics and struggles over col-
lective remembering.17 

The other prevalent view of the ex-combatants and former fighters is 
of them as potentially subversive, as needy, helpless and dangerous. They 
are antisocial, roaming from the rural areas to the city and back, as well as 
idling on the streets, prone to drunkenness, crime and promiscuity (and 
hence a particular risk group for HiV), in short, incapable of engaging pro-
ductively in the economy. This view can be found across Namibian discur-
sive terrain, from parliamentary debates and government documents down 
to bar talk. An early example of both main discourses on ex-combatants 
being combined is provided by the editor of the independent local daily, 
The namibian, in one of her weekly columns: 

[T]he former combatants … should not be forgotten because of the sacrifices 
they ha[ve] made. But we also fe[el] they should not be neglected in the new 
Namibia because of the inherent dangers posed by thousands of former com-
batants and soldiers who are unemployed and frustrated, many with easy ac-
cess to arms. (Lister 1992)

tary narratives from the “struggle days” in the post-colonial public sphere (see e.g.,  
Namakalu 2004 and numerous examples in Melber 2003d and 2005b).

17. this is a theme which has surfaced as a contested issue in the current debate over 
the April 1989 events referred to at the beginning of this chapter. on various as-
pects of memory politics in the Namibian context, see kössler (2003), Saunders 
(2003), Metsola (2001) and Melber (2003d and 2005b).
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Then finance Minister Nangolo Mbumba grounded a similar argument in 
broader economic terms when he talked of the need for the peace project in 
his annual budget speech:

It is this Government’s firm decision to address the ex-combatant dilemma 
once and for all by directly offering public employment for close to 9000 able-
bodied ex-combatants … Cabinet considers the full integration of ex-com-
batants into the social, political and economic tapestry of our country as an 
investment in stability, democracy and above all, peace … I would also like 
to … urge all public enterprises, chambers, associations and the private sec-
tor in general to support the programme … through the creation of similar 
employment commitments. After all, they as property and business owners 
are the biggest beneficiaries of the Peace Project. (7 April 1999, Debates of the 
National Assembly, vol. �2/1999)

This view makes a link between assisting the ex-combatants and the in-
terest of making society economically effective, healthy or secure (from 
the point of view of those with the power to “develop” it). Employing the 
ex-combatants would pacify them, which in turn would contribute to gen-
eral stability, democracy and peace. Specifically, “property and business 
owners” would benefit, apparently directly through a decrease in property 
crime and indirectly through the positive influence of increased stability 
on the business climate. prime Minister Hage Geingob’s reasoning in April 
1999 follows similar lines: 

I have been hearing from business people and I was pleased when they told me: 
“Mr. Prime Minister, it is not only your problem, it is our problem.” That is 
why I call it a Peace Project, because if we do not solve this problem, the peace 
that we are enjoying today can easily be undermined if we have so many people 
who are trained, some of them with arms, and just roaming around the streets. 
(27 April 1999, Debates of the National Assembly, vol. ��/1999)

This view of ex-combatants is also elaborated in the technical commit-
tee report. The ex-combatants are mainly defined from a paternalistic ad-
ministrative perspective. They appear not as active agents but as subject to 
difficulties and, thereafter, to corrective actions by Swapo and the govern-
ment:

Some of the freedom fighters left the country at a tender age and do not know 
any other life except the one provided under the care of SWAPO. They did not 
know how to lead an independent life … The returning Namibian exiles were 
ill prepared psychologically to start a new independence [sic] life. They ex-
pected to be taken care of like in exile … Some still felt bound by the military 
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rules of PLAN waiting to be “commanded”. This in part explains the widely 
held view among the former fighters that “SWAPO shall come one day”. (Re-
public of Namibia 1998:�, 14)

The only form of independent agency on the part of ex-combatants that ap-
pears in these documents (as well as in many interviews) is that of potential 
social disruption if they are left to their own devices. indeed, the fact that 
the peace project was adopted amidst calls for cutting the size of the public 
sector was mainly justified as a sacrifice of short-term objectives (fiscal pru-
dence and a balanced budget) in favour of the broader, long-term goals of 
maintaining social stability. finance Minister Mbumba argued:

Should the [ex-combatant] programme not have been introduced, the overall 
deficit would have come down to � per cent of GDP in 1999/2000 and would 
have brought us to our stated NDP1 target. The fact that the Government has 
allowed an upward deviation from this target, clearly demonstrates the priority 
given to accomplish the Government’s Peace Project. (7 April 1999, Debates of 
the National Assembly, vol. �2/1999)

Maintaining peace and stability is the most widely cited reason for Na-
mibian ex-combatant policies, in government reports, interviews and re-
search literature alike. The ex-combatants are said to have organisational 
capacity, strategic knowledge and skills that might in certain conditions 
translate into social unrest. This perception was obviously reinforced by 
incidents during which ex-combatants overstepped the conventional limits 
of demonstrating. for instance, in 1995, ex-combatants briefly took the 
deputy minister of lands, resettlement and rehabilitation hostage and in 
1998 the minister of trade and industry narrowly escaped a similar fate. 
four regional councillors were held hostage in oshakati for a few hours in 
1997. According to the former secretary to the cabinet and the president’s 
secretary, “it was going to be a question of the first bullet being fired at a 
minister, post-independence”.18 

The view of ex-combatants as a “social problem” is relatively widespread 
in the upper echelons of government, politician and civil servant alike. 
This perception has not been restricted to the Namibian public and deci-
sion-makers but has also included the international community, especially 
donors. to a degree, Namibian “reintegration” efforts follow the global 
discourse on “demobilisation, rehabilitation and reintegration” or, more 
broadly, “post-conflict reconstruction” and donors resort to it to justify 

18. isaac kaulinge in an interview with lalli Metsola, 14 July 2003.
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policy choices. The imagery of ex-combatants as a social problem gains fur-
ther currency from the security concerns of the elite. Many of the evils that 
ex-combatants are associated with – migration, crime, alcoholism, loosen-
ing of family ties, indiscipline, HiV/AiDS – have a prominent place in up-
per and middle class discourse. They pose a direct threat to their lifestyle, 
revealing the rift between the haves and the have-nots and, more generally, 
threatening the orderly course of development as modernisation.

However, there are deeper historical roots that connect Namibian “re-
integration” efforts, the security concerns of the country’s elite and interna-
tional post-conflict management. The Namibian concern with ex-combat-
ants as a social problem is hardly new and many of its aspects are by no 
means specific to Namibia. on the contrary, poverty, the crumbling of “the 
community” and moral decay are classical concerns about an uncontrolled 
and negative form of modernisation that runs counter to the intended form 
of “development”. Such concern dates back to the early stages of governing 
poverty at the beginning of the 19th century when a floating, poor popula-
tion started to be seen as a threat to the proper functioning of the economy. 
it was a social danger, described in terms of fluidity and indefiniteness, 
through the imagery of the mob, rebellion, vagabondage, promiscuity, ig-
norance, idleness, immorality and un-cleanliness. it had to be managed 
through interventions that combined restraint and guidance, including so-
cial assistance, public and private hygiene, reinforcement of the family and 
education (procacci 1991:153–62, 164–5).

it is not just the definitions but also the practices of Namibian ex-com-
batant “reintegration” that grow from these roots. The rise of statistics and 
quantification of society coincide with the rise of the concern about manag-
ing the urban poor, the unemployed or any other “needy” population seg-
ment (Hacking 1991, porter 2001). in line with such biopolitics, Namibian 
ex-combatant “reintegration” has followed a quantifiable and replicable for-
mula that consisted of mass call-ups, queuing, screening on the basis of of-
ficial documents and formal interviews, classifying applicants, document-
ing personal particulars, creating a database, training, civic education and 
work discipline. Such techniques had the practical aim of systematically 
targeting ex-combatants with employment and other benefits. However, as 
an important side effect, they formalised ex-combatant identity according 
to certain fixed criteria. when the ex-combatants are labelled as a group, 
their problems are identified as shared, similar and distinct from others: in 
this way, they are made suitable for intervention.
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on the basis of the above, it might seem that the practices of ex-com-
batant “reintegration” follow a model of biopolitical intervention that could 
take place in a more or less similar way anywhere. However, such a view 
would miss a key aspect of Namibian ex-combatant “reintegration”, namely 
the long-standing, close – often personal – relations between state and rul-
ing party functionaries and former exiles. Here the role of frontline func-
tionaries of the state and the ruling party, such as members of the technical 
committee, governors and councillors and Swapo party representatives has 
been crucial. They are the officials who have practically experienced the 
demands of the ex-combatants and carried out the measures aimed at their 
“reintegration”. Through their activities, the ostensibly bureaucratic prac-
tices of “reintegration” often became highly personalised in practice. what 
the plAN ex-combatants and other former exiles saw in their encounters 
with state power was not a faceless, neutral bureaucratic machinery, but 
their comrades and former commanders, Swapo “calling” them as their 
“father” and finally taking care of them again. Thus, in addition to the 
languages of ex-combatants as heroes and as a social problem, there is also 
a third, unofficial view of them that sees them as “our brothers, sisters and 
children”, laying stress on the fulfilment of promises in return for continu-
ing loyalty and order.

Government policy and ex-combatant demands have both focused pre-
dominantly on formal employment in the public sector. The army and the 
police have been the two biggest employers of ex-combatants under the 
peace project. rather than being a response to the personnel needs of these 
or other branches of the public sector, job provision for ex-combatants and 
former fighters has clearly been a matter of social and security policy. The 
jobs for ex-combatants have mainly been additional posts created specifi-
cally for them and therefore the numbers of army, police as well as other 
public service personnel have grown considerably. Such employment crea-
tion has attempted to harness the uncontrolled and potentially rebellious 
agency of the ex-combatants into obedience and loyalty. This has worked 
at least to the degree that after the implementation of the peace project 
there have been no major demonstrations by people claiming to be ex-
combatants. four major mechanisms contribute here. first, there is the 
purely material aspect of receiving a salary on which usually a consider-
able number of extended family members depend. Second, the ex-combat-
ants are subject to varying degrees of discipline at work. Many of the jobs 
replicate the military hierarchy and practices familiar to ex-combatants 
from exile. The repetitious practices and codes of conduct contribute to 
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identification with the party and the government, the winners of the war 
and the rulers of the land. Third, government employment facilitates the 
continuation of a life-historical narrative built around participating in the 
heroic movement of national liberation. fourth, formal employment is an 
important mechanism of relating to the state, and therefore, an indicator 
of citizenship. Through this prism, formal employment appears as a means 
for including ex-combatants into full citizenship or excluding them from it. 
people can use their ex-combatant status to argue for employment as their 
right, in return for their loyalty. Here, citizenship appears less as a consti-
tutionally determined set of individual rights than as empirical practices 
through which one can properly become a full member of the nation and 
the state (cf., Cruikshank 1999, walters 2000, Chipkin 2003, Chatterjee 
2004 and 2001).

“reintegration” as bureaucratic containment
Namibian ex-combatant “reintegration” reflects the convergence of state 
capacity, patronage politics and a formally democratic political framework, 
as well as the security concerns that have provided a major motive for state 
action. The Namibian state is relatively efficient in extracting revenue and 
channelling resources, yet it is “soft” in the sense of being open to vari-
ous particular interests and demand politics. Jobs and benefits provided 
by the state often appear as the most lucrative way of making a living. in 
this situation, state programmes become objects of competition from the 
point of view of potential recipients, and an important means for securing 
political influence and legitimating the status quo from the point of view of 
office holders. This was the context for ex-combatant demonstrations and 
demands. Ex-combatant agency relied on their strategic position as former 
military personnel, as liberation heroes and as caretakers of the memory of 
a contestable past, and “reintegration” was largely an attempt to contain 
it. This would seem to be a case of state formation in a very concrete and 
immediate sense. The Swapo government has consolidated its grip over its 
core support base as well as the state security apparatus by employing ex-
combatants in the public service, especially in the uniformed services.

A few distinct languages appear in “reintegration”. The first is the nation-
alist language of heroism that nurtures the ex-combatants’ existential and 
emotional attachment to Swapo. Through this language, “reintegration” 
attempts to harness potentially contradictory ex-combatant remembrance 
and maintain that the liberation struggle was heroic and its military aspect 
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decisive in the attainment of independence. The dominance of the ruling 
party is not to be explained simply by a “culture of fear” or by the expected 
material benefits of loyalty, but involves relatively enduring constructions 
of collective and personal identity. The second language is that of ex-com-
batants and former fighters as a social problem to be dealt with through the 
practical techniques of registration and “reintegration”. These techniques 
have largely been hierarchical, orderly, en masse and semi-military – not far 
removed from the situation in exile. in this language, the state, and more 
specifically the Swapo-dominated government, appears as the container of 
unrest and a guarantor of peace. The third language appears in the tiny 
practices of implementing “reintegration” and the accounts given by ex-
combatants and former fighters. it stresses the long-standing and close rela-
tions between state and ruling party functionaries and the ex-combatants. 
Through these languages, “reintegration” has augmented the reproduction 
of ex-combatants’ linkages and allegiance to the state and the party. it has 
also affirmed the close intertwining of party and state, not least because 
frontline state officials often hold party offices as well. 

Apart from reading “reintegration” as a form of selective politics of 
patronage, there are also deeper levels of state formation involved. first, 
“reintegration” demonstrates the importance of the practical encounters 
between state representatives and “the people” in the construction of citi-
zenship. The negotiation of who are citizens and what their entitlements 
and obligations are happens in such encounters and may be in line with, 
but also run counter to constitutional definitions of citizenship. Ex-com-
batants were demanding rights and benefits on a group basis, with argu-
ments grounded in the particular histories and current conditions of their 
group, and the state responded accordingly. “reintegration” formalised ex-
combatant identity and labelled ex-combatants as having shared problems, 
and therefore suitable subjects for state intervention. 

Second, ex-combatant “reintegration” combines biopolitical techniques 
and governmentality that harnesses the “desires, aspirations, interests and 
beliefs” (Dean 1999:209) of the people. in the west, such techniques have 
largely developed hand in hand with the establishment of representative 
political systems, separation of powers and civil rights and liberties. in so-
cieties of “the South”, these techniques have often pre-existed such political 
transformations, or occurred without them. They are also not as perva-
sive as in the west. They are part of the game played over distribution of 
benefits, recognition, security and political allegiance. furthermore, when 
plans devised in central offices are implemented on the outskirts of the 
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state, they often come to be perceived and acted on in an altered form. Yet, 
even if the biopolitical and governmental techniques of “reintegration” are 
partly trapped within Namibia’s particular political conditions, they still 
demonstrate the capacity of the state to mobilise resources and project pow-
er through classification and registration of populations, time-economy, 
discipline and narratives of identity. This extends the reach and imaginary 
hold of state power. This duality is not restricted to the issue of ex-combat-
ant “reintegration”, but is a constant tension in the way the state operates 
in contemporary Namibia. The paradox could be precisely that while the 
reach of “the state” is extended and deepened, this does not happen equally. 
The state is there more for some than for others and its languages have more 
resonance for some than for others. furthermore, this process is condition-
al on the localisation and vernacular forms of state intervention. This leads 
to two questions. first, could the very way in which state power is extended 
and deepened perhaps contain the seeds of its destabilisation? And second, 
will the state-citizen relations thus formed outlive the particular persons 
who have forged those relations?
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The Case of Developmental Struggles in South  
Africa’s townships1

introduction
Many were shocked to witness state security forces crack down heav-
ily on the numerous organisations and demonstrators contesting the 
agenda of the 2002 world Summit on Sustainable Development 
(wSSD) in Johannesburg. The spectrum of harassment was multiple: 
some marches were banned while legal permission for others was either 
refused or granted and subsequently withdrawn at short notice; leaders 
of social movements/campaigns were arrested and imprisoned prior to 
and during the summit, with charges withdrawn after prolonged legal 
battles; telephone and other forms of communication were monitored; 
and police and security forces employed aggressive crowd-control strat-
egies (see Mail & Guardian 2002, CADi News 2002, Martorell 2002, 
Mckinley 2002, Mckinley 2003, Duncan 2003, Eveleth 2003). for hu-
man rights activists, it seemed more than ironic that less than a decade 
after South Africa’s apparently miraculous transition from apartheid to 
constitutional democracy, the right to protest government policies was 
being restrained in a manner that resembled the modus operandi of the 
former apartheid state (kimani 2003; personal conversations, CAlS 
2004).2 for them, new laws such as the 2002 inception and Monitoring 
Act, which granted security agents unprecedented and wide-ranging 
powers to intercept all forms of communication, were considered to be 
a potential threat to the rights of individuals and organisations to con-
test state and government policies (see Jane Duncan quoted in News24 

1. the article has benefited from comments and suggestions from Steffen Jensen 
and finn Stepputat, as well as from numerous discussions with research assist-
ant Caroline kyhlback of the Nordic Africa institute, who oversaw the 2004 
survey on the implementation of prepaid water meters in the ward of phiri, 
Soweto. the research was funded by the Nordic Africa institute, uppsala and 
took place in different phases from 2003 to 2004.  

2. CAlS is the Centre for Applied legal Studies, university of the witwa-
tersrand, Johannesburg.
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2004 and Sooka 2003). it was immediately suggested that these new laws 
provided the state with potentially even more insidious and iniquitous legal 
means than even the infamous apartheid system ever had at its disposal.3 

The violence feared by human rights activists was itself also used by 
social campaigns/movements to show the inherent brutality of the African 
National Congress’s (ANC) reactions to protests against its increasingly 
unpopular macroeconomic policies and strategies (Vally 2003). usually 
playing on what is called a violence of the imagination, social campaigns/
movements engaged in forms of violence that ironically resembled those 
used to provoke the state security structures during the struggle against 
apartheid. for example, a violent rampage occurred in 2002 after 50 mem-
bers of the Soweto Electricity Crisis Committee (SECC) were ferried to 
the city to toyi-toy outside the mayor of Johannesburg’s residence in ken-
sington and he did not come out and address the gathered crowd.4 The 
protesters littered the mayor’s garden with garbage and disconnected his 
water and electricity so he could experience “the medicine the poor receive 
on a daily basis” (interview Mckinley 2003). in the end, a security guard 
opened fire out of fear, wounding several activists, mainly elderly woman. 
Similarly, in a drive to reduce losses on electricity provisions in the greater 
Johannesburg area, the parastatal electricity provider, ESCoM, began a 
disconnection campaign targeting households in excessive arrears. At one 
stage, in Soweto alone, a vast township outside Johannesburg, roughly 
30,000 households were disconnected per month while the national rates 
for monthly disconnections of electricity services to households increased 
from an average of 22,320 in 1996 to 98,775 by 2001 (Green 2002). Such 
incidents led the SECC to embark on a reconnection campaign and en-
courage payment boycotts, which further exacerbated electricity arrears. 
The government reacted with yet another round of debt cancelling (Banda 
2003), making a mockery of ESCoM’s attempt to become a profitable 
enterprise before listing on the stock exchange with a view to becoming pri-
vatised. Clearly mimicking and playing on tense memories from the 1980s, 
these battles again saw state vehicles becoming the target of stone-throwing 
crowds, while frontline state personnel were thoroughly intimidated, mak-
ing the townships temporary “no go areas” for ESCoM. in other words, in 
line with recollections of past forms of struggle, these violent public reac-

3. where social campaigns/movements advocated radical civic and political organisa-
tion as a remedy, human rights activists advocated for the use of the constitution to 
counter potential state repression. 

4. the mayor was away on a business trip.
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tions explicitly targeted government councillors. A similar trend was seen 
when landless rural populations and destitute township dwellers requesting 
proper civil housing, essential services and access to jobs, erected informal 
settlements on private and state land and were universally countered with 
state-sanctioned forced removals. 

The question is, why have development challenges, which should be 
the foundation for building a new society, triggered such violence? in this 
essay i suggest that the all-embracing shadow of apartheid is still the “con-
stitutive other” of the new democracy. This not only refers to the apartheid 
regime itself, with its racist ideologies and security practices, but also to 
the various ways in which this regime was both defended and contested 
by drawing on entrenched practices and ideas about threats and designs 
for resistance that evolved during the struggle against apartheid. Specifi-
cally, i argue that the political culture of monism developed during the 
1980s is in a displaced perspective still structuring the implementation of 
new government policies as well as the forms of resistance such policies 
trigger. i pursue the argument that the violence points towards a theoreti-
cal horizon whose contours are intimately related to the ambiguous figure 
of popular sovereignty in South Africa at the nexus between security and 
development. During the struggle, popular sovereignty gained the reputa-
tion of being uncontrollable, ruled by crowd sentiments and intrinsically 
prone to violence, creating a “parallel sovereign” in its attempt to counter 
the violence of the apartheid state (Nina 1995, Seekings 2001). on the 
one hand, today’s political leadership of the ANC distinguishes itself from 
popular manifestations grounded in past forms of mobilisation considered 
to be anachronistic or at odds with the new formal constitutional democ-
racy. ironically, on the other hand, the ruling party constantly draws on 
the rhetoric of the past struggle, insisting that the development of the new 
democracy remains a direct continuation of that history. This i will sug-
gest underscores the ambiguous foundational legitimacy of “the people’s 
government” of the ANC. 

By considering past and current political mobilisation in the name of 
“the people” – by both government and social movements/campaigns – 
democratic consolidation and its challenges can be analysed by examining 
the relationship between “the people” and the guardians of the people. in 
this regard, it is first worth considering Agamben’s answer to the question 
“what is a people?” (Agamben 2000a:28). According to him, the western 
political concept of “people” is inherently ambiguous because “what we call 
people was actually not a unitary subject but rather a dialectical oscillation 
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between two opposite poles: on the one hand, the People as a whole and as 
an integral body politic and, on the other hand, the people as a subset and 
a fragmentary multiplicity of the needy and excluded bodies” (Agamben 
2000a:30). The double nature inherent in the concept of “people” dialec-
tically opposes that which always already is and that which has yet to be 
realised – the citizen and the poor, underprivileged and excluded subject 
aspiring to become a citizen. This definition of the people fits well with 
the 1980s ideal of “achieving people’s power” and with the ANC’s cur-
rent democratic project, which aims to see the merger of people and People. 
Agamben traces the attempts in western political history to mend this 
constitutive fracture as the “pure source of identity [which] yet has to be 
redefined and purify itself continuously according to exclusion, language, 
blood, and territory” (Agamben 2000a:31).

The figure of the people/people is as such a profoundly political one, 
driven by the quest for sameness and identity of the multitude of particu-
laristic social forces. This quest for unity is often uncomfortable at the core 
of the operation of all constitutional democracies (Mouffe 1999, preuss 
1999), uncomfortable because the basic precept of constitutional democra-
cy sees political order as created by the constitution – consuming and legal-
ly taming political energies that made possible its creation and rejects such 
a figure. in this situation, developmental contestations become a question 
of security when they threaten order by exposing the failure of identity for 
the multitude of interests and forces postulated as being united. As demon-
strated by Jensen’s recent accounts of the “coloured” Cape region (Jensen 
2005a), this phenomenon is not new in South Africa’s political history. 
Security remained the principle preoccupation of the apartheid state from 
1948 onwards, and became in the 1980s, the explicit practice and goal of 
the state, intertwined implicitly and explicitly with developmental ration-
alisations. whether the threat to security was that of the white-supremacist 
apartheid state or that of the black township organisations challenging it, 
the constant in the South African case seems to have been that enemies 
identified by either “side” were denied access to certain rights, spaces and 
opportunities, and/or banned from the right to quasi-township citizenship. 
This becomes apparent if one considers the constitution of the articulation 
between development and security with regard to the production and re-
production of political communities in South Africa. 

This essay begins with a case study examining the impact of the in-
stallation of pre-payment water meters in the Soweto suburb of phiri and 
focuses on the state ś attempt to regulate popular participation in develop-
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ment and the resulting forms of resistance. The aim here is to provide an 
example of the different kinds of resistance and violence resulting from the 
politically charged atmosphere surrounding service delivery in the modern 
South African context. The second section concentrates on some of the 
constitutive moments in the unfolding of developmental contestations, not 
only during apartheid, but also since the formal end of the regime. it traces 
the forms of resistance and the political ethos of monism that developed 
during apartheid through the contestation of and protests against imposed 
decentralisation reforms in black townships and relates these events to the 
regime’s development and security responses during the 1980s. finally, this 
essay concludes with a more profound theoretical discussion of the rela-
tionship between development, security and popular sovereignty. 

impossible depoliticisation
The developmental impact of privatisation and private public partnerships 
(ppps) was intensively debated within the tripartite alliance of the ANC 
during the 1990s, but the political space for public discussion of these is-
sues has been considerably narrowed over time (McDonald 2002). Central 
to these conflicts are the inherent differences in the conception of democ-
racy, with 1980s mass-assembly activism and ideas concerning democratic 
sovereignty opposing the ANC’s liberal procedural model of democracy. in 
this section, i will establish a link between the form of democracy practised 
through the implementation of state-led development initiatives and the 
form of democracy emerging through resistance to these projects, as prac-
tised through different modes of popular contestation and the reproduc-
tion of violence. These concepts will be explored through an examination 
of community participation in the installation of pre-paid water meters as 
part of operation Gcin’amanzi5 (conserve water) recently implemented in 
Soweto.

in an attempt to regulate the wider public’s perception of the state-sanc-
tioned installation of pre-paid water meters in Soweto, the official “com-
munity liaison and social facilitation” process “was conducted through for-
mal structures representing the community, i.e. through ward councillors 
and ward committee structures” (internal communication, Johannesburg 

5. operation Gcin’amanzi is today known as “the water struggle” due to the intensity 
of the battles triggered by the installation of prepaid water meters. in the following 
narrative, i will by and large concentrate on the state’s participation in the installa-
tion of prepaid meters. 
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water 2004). in october 2002 at the project pilot site of ward 43 in phiri, 
the internal process of the “Councillor Mobilisation programme” was ini-
tiated with “ward committee workshops”6 and “follow up meetings of the 
ward committee sectors with their respective constituents” for members 
and specially invited core constituencies from the ANC Youth league, 
ANC women’s league, SACp, CoSAtu and so on. Here, the implement-
ing agency, Johannesburg water (Jw), briefed the official constituencies, 
while the councillors made operation Gcin’amanzi “a standing agenda 
item” at “monthly public meetings” from November 2002 onwards. This 
granted Jw a platform to discuss the project and official “public meetings” 
were held to formally present the project to the community. twelve “tar-
geted sectoral information sessions” were held with stakeholders, includ-
ing the women’s forum; youth groups; schools, teachers and parents; and 
pensioners and veterans groups prior to the official start of the project, as 
announced at a public meeting on 26 July 2003. The subsequent public 
campaign distributed flyers to affected residents, and offered “consumer 
education including door-to-door campaigns and community workshops”, 
with “study tours” to other townships for selected “community groupings” 
arranged by “community liaison officers” who had been “mandated to fa-
cilitate public meetings through their ward administrators”. All members 
of the ward could formally participate in these open meetings. 

At this point, the ward committees could only be accessed by an ANC-
related organisation and, by virtue of this official approval, could claim to 
be the only legitimate structure in the township. This was not the case for 
other formations such as Anti privatisation forum (Apf) or SECC, which 
tried to organise ward residents, as well as adjoining wards, in opposition 
to operation Gcin’amanzi. The formation of ward councils can therefore 
be interpreted as the state’s attempt to contain the energies of “the people’s 
power” within the dominant party’s practices. As such, the committees be-
came spaces that defined the interface between citizens-subjects and global 
institutions by allowing a measured amount of public participation in deci-
sions that influenced public well-being. The ward council model includes 
the use of a spatial matrix based on the local governance unit for ascend-
ancy, requiring that participants be registered as members of the ward 43 
of phiri. 

At first sight, this spatial matrix used by Jw based on the local govern-
ance unit appears to be an attempt to be inclusive, yet it was in effect exclu-

6.  Johannesburg water uses ward “committee” and ward “council” interchangeably. 
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sive, simply because it was at odds with the organising basis of movements/
campaigns that formed when pre-paid water meter systems were installed. 
The Apf and the SECC as the main protagonists contesting the implemen-
tation of Gcin’amanzi were not organised around specific wards, but rather 
structured within the township of Soweto more generally (or even beyond 
Soweto). Members arrived for rallies and meetings from a variety of wards 
throughout Soweto, constituting the first frontier for legitimate participa-
tion in the Gcin’amanzi process. But while this set the formal boundary 
for exclusion, exclusion did also have substantial features. Jw advised com-
munity liaison officers (Clos) early in the process “not to engage with 
political structures as it may create the impression that this is a political 
project”. instead, Jw advised them to “engage with structures represent-
ing community as this is a community-based project”. in the beginning, 
Clos tried to use South Africa’s National Civic organisation (SANCo) 
structures for their outreach programme and “contact sessions” were held 
with sub-branches from Soweto. However, it became apparent early in the 
process that the “fragmentation of this structure proved difficult for mean-
ingful engagement” and there was no unified approach from SANCo for 
the installation of prepaid water meters – some were for, others against. 
Jw then advised its teams not to engage with “civic associations exclusively 
as these are represented in the ward committee structures”. rather, key 
“stakeholders” representing sports clubs, schools and churches were tar-
geted as appropriate community-based organisations (CBos) because they 
were apolitical: “nobody can say that they are political, God doesn’t look 
at the political affiliation. Church members are dedicated members of the 
community. They don’t make troubles” (interview, Clo, May 2004). 

The Clos searched for community members fitting the normative and 
ethical prescriptions defining a good citizen, such as fidelity to societal 
norms and respect for authority. However, this formally neutral and depo-
liticised approach not only captured residents in the participatory processes, 
but also produced the participatory process’s “other” by limiting the devel-
opment of contestation. The Clo made it clear that despite resistance to 
the installation of pre-paid water meters, they carefully selected from sports 
clubs and churches “members we know and trust from the past. with Apf 
spying on us, we look for stout card-bearing members of our organisation” 
(interview, Clo, May 2004). School pupils were specifically targeted to 
disseminate information because, if properly sensitised, they could explain 
the pre-paid system to their parents and grandparents, many of whom had 
contested their installation in Apf rallies. for the same reason, the ANC 
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Youth league was considered a key ally in ensuring that school pupils not 
become involved with the Apf. 

Despite the depoliticised approach, the apparently inclusive outreach 
programme carefully screened participants according to ANC-alliance af-
filiation and their allegiance to decisions made at higher levels of the ANC. 
participation was therefore foreclosed as the process ensured that dissident 
voices not gain access to official platforms. This in turn had several reper-
cussions. first, excluded from all official venues for public deliberation, op-
ponents of Gcin’amanzi relied on the only language of struggle they knew, 
the various strategies of the 1980s (toyi-toyi, illegal rallies, boycotts, etc.). 
As applications for public demonstrations were rejected, hundreds of activ-
ists protested without permission, blocking main roads and toyi-toying in 
front of official buildings and councillors’ houses, forcing fearful council-
lors into safe-houses outside the wards where they were elected. 

Second, as conflicts escalated, protesters attempted to sabotage the im-
plementation process by refilling the pipeline trenches, burning machinery, 
publicly destroying meters, installing illegal connections and attacking lo-
cally hired workers to prevent them from doing these sought-after jobs. A 
third effect was the criminalisation of these contestations. The approval 
of a plethora of laws in such diverse fields as communications, labour and 
safety and security by the democratic establishment with limited public de-
liberation, criminalised activities that in anti-apartheid struggle terms fell 
into the category of political and developmental activism and contestation. 
The laws were not solely enforced by state police, but drew on a range of 
state and civil society agencies, such as community policing forums, metro 
police units, national intelligence and private security firms. 

it should be made clear that the democratic form encouraged and har-
nessed represents a particular form of South African political subjectivity 
whose “other” is partly related to the organisational form used by town-
ship residents during the 1980s. The closing of public spaces by ANC/state 
structures to democratic deliberation not only led to acts of violence and 
counter-violence but also the response was not uniform. for the leadership 
of the Apf and SECC, the question was ideological. They were against 
the privatisation of state assets and consumer payment of essential goods 
such as water, which they considered to be a breach of the ANC free-
dom Charter by the present ANC leadership. in other words, the Apf and 
SECC leadership were reacting to the neo-liberal practices of governance 
and the principles behind the privatisation of common goods such as water 
distribution. The leaders of the campaigns/movements wanted residents to 
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be radical and were not content to see local residents’ groups emerge in 
Soweto. They wanted residents to follow their ideological hard-line while 
they built upon entrenched forms of violence and monism from the strug-
gles of the 1980s to express the contestation. one strategy clearly seemed 
to be to gleefully provoke the ANC-led state to act in order to expose its 
authoritarian foundation.7 

Survey data collected in phiri and Extension four of orange farm be-
tween May and November 2004 (Earle, Goldin and kgomotso 2006 forth-
coming), clearly indicate that ordinary citizens contesting Gcin’amanzi 
overwhelmingly attributed their grievances to the poor consultation proc-
ess rather than to the ideological principle behind the installation of pre-
paid water meters. The lack of public debate and participatory democratic 
deliberation was considered to be an indication of the ANC’s autocratic 
tendencies in attempting to manipulate the will of the people by excluding 
from any discussions those who legitimately questioned ANC policies. it 
pained the leaders of the social campaigns/movements to look on helplessly 
as residents contested the implementation of prepaid water, yet continued 
to vote for the ANC. for the local ANC cadres, no differentiation was 
made: they were all enemies, as we will explore below.

return to the past and the violence of bureaucracy
The perceived need by local ANC cadres to foreclose public debate and par-
ticipatory democratic deliberation relates to their interpretation of the re-
sistance to Gcin’amanzi. According to the Jw and ANC councillors, there 
was nothing objectionable in using only official ward governance structures 
and ANC-aligned organisations for the outreach programmes. Victory in 
successive local and national elections with well over 80 per cent of the vote 
automatically implied that the ANC was the formal representative of the 
people’s will. Nonetheless, as a Clo explained: 

7. this was suggested by a former member of the Apf and well known radical activist 
from the 1980s township struggles in an interview in 2004. He had left the Apf 
for similar reasons. According to him, at least some of the leaders of the Apf were 
“using” ordinary township residents by bringing them into violent confrontation 
with the state security forces, without providing them with any protection when 
they were arrested. According to him, not all means were justified by the overall 
ideological goal of radicalising township residents.
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What confuses me is this, there were people who were [demonstrating against 
the installation of Gcin’amanzi] who were wearing ANC t-shirts … There 
was an ex-MK8 who told us he was so disappointed with the ANC, because 
he believed he had been used [offered his life for a different set of policies]. 
They danced and toyi-toyied, singing freedom songs which I knew and some 
of them had changed the wording so they now made a mockery of the ANC. I 
don’t understand this. (Interview, April 2004). 

Jw, ANC councillors, members of the ward committee and the Clos 
responsible for the daily community participation programme wondered 
how card-carrying members could possibly demonstrate against their own 
leaders and the policies of their own organisation. one typical explana-
tion was that it was the work of hidden forces “that tried to destabilise 
the process and government”. This marks the return to recollections of the 
struggle’s “friend and enemy” schemes that fuelled political conflicts in 
the 1980s. it also explains the obsession with screening possible members 
operating outside the party-political domain dominated by the ANC. The 
explanation for ANC members who turned against their own organisation 
was simple:

How can it be that at each and every APF meeting there will be food served? 
We are still under the structures of poverty and people need food. If you can 
call a meeting and inform people that there will be food served, believe me, the 
room or the house will be filled to capacity. That is what is actually happening 
and those who have been at those meetings tell people that yes, when Trevor 
Ngwane (the leader of SECC) calls a meeting there is a lot of food, there is 
breakfast, there is lunch, there is supper … So some people are using Trevor 
Ngwane … he is not working, where does he get money from to cater for more 
than 50 people? That’s the first question; secondly he doesn’t run any busi-
ness that I know of … So it came to our attention that there are people who 
are funding that man, and those people must be of rich nature. Hence we’re 
saying he’s been funded by the capitalists, by people who are trying to disturb 
the development of this country. Development made by this government. The 
capitalists are the ones who are against the political and economical stability. 
People who will want to destabilise the whole process, who want conflict to 
take place. It can be a black man, it can be a white man, it can be a coloured 
man, but it’s not specific that it should be this one. But those who don’t want 
to see stability taking place in this country are the ones who are funding this 
man.

8. umkhonto we Sizwe (isiXhosa for ‘the Spear of the Nation’), the ANC’s military 
wing during the war of liberation.
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This interview extract provides, in condensed form, the key for decoding 
political contestations in South Africa since the 1980s: the circulation of 
past struggle narratives concerning evil forces and enemies of the ANC 
who “turn”, “buy” and “use” individuals and groups of people in struggles 
against the people’s government. The idea of such a hidden force, known 
since the 1980s as a “third force”, can be used in particular contexts to ex-
plain why things go wrong. Here for example, it explains why ANC mem-
bers organise and demonstrate against their own organisation. it also ex-
plains why trevor Ngwane, a struggle organiser for the united Democratic 
front during the 1980s, was imprisoned several times, and why later on, a 
prominent elected ANC councillor in Soweto turned against his organisa-
tion before being expelled from the party for publicly criticising neo-liberal 
changes in economic policies. The reiteration of “third force” and dissident 
narratives has a remarkable capacity to reconcile local and global concerns 
as it forms part of a lived semantic universe, and provides a constant subtext 
for understanding apparently innocuous and mundane incidents. The pres-
ence of hidden forces trying to create a divide in the people by turning peo-
ple against people results in the slippage by people “used” and “bought” by 
some malevolent elements. for example, the fact that trevor Ngwane was 
an ANC member and now is the leader of SECC and prominent member 
of Apf, two organisations which receive funding from outside South Africa 
(from progressive organisations in Canada and the uS) – are all factors sup-
porting the claim that there was indeed a “third force” in operation. 

 However, “third force” narratives recycled in the context of the opposi-
tion movements to Gcin’amanzi can be said to take a different twist. it is no 
longer possible to identify with the same certainty the evil or hidden forces 
(see Jensen 2001). with a more firmly consolidated democracy, the an-
swer to the question “who exactly should be blamed for political conflict in 
townships?” has become homeless.9 recycling “third force” narratives in the 
present-day context of developmental contestations plays on popular per-
ceptions and readily available images of inadequate socioeconomic trans-
formation. More specifically, these narratives have led people to believe that 
somebody is actively trying to destabilise the ANC project through the use 
of certain (black) elements in the townships and is the cause of high levels 
of unemployment, abject poverty and increased inequalities between and 

�. See Jensen and Buur 2004 for a more comprehensive description of homeless in rela-
tion to witchcraft.
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within different racial classifications. it is with great ease that these past 
narratives are used today to give meaning to everyday incidents and explain 
contingent events, events nobody can really do anything about but which 
nonetheless need to be rectified. to paraphrase Jensen (2001:116–17), this 
process provides an indication of how events are localised in one locus of 
evil that exonerates the ANC, the councillor and others working for the 
new South Africa of any guilt for the prevailing socioeconomic misery. 
locating these networks today is increasingly difficult and the reference 
to “capitalists” in this regard is pitiful. The installation of pre-paid water 
meters in phiri and other Sowetan wards was part of a private-public part-
nership between Jw and a french multinational company. This becomes 
important in that it was this extraterritorial alliance, interpreted through 
the lens of the “third force” that became the enemy figure.

However, it is important to specify that the fear expressed by the SECC 
and Apf is not only related to a “third force” and the semantic universe 
upon which it draws as seen from the viewpoint of the dominant party, 
it is also seen as an expression of anti-state or anti-ANC sentiment. in 
other words, the re-evocation of the “third force” narrative results in the 
delegitimisation, a priori, of any claim made by opposing communities or 
organisations. Consequently, any opponent of the government’s economic 
policies becomes recast as an enemy, and cannot therefore be included in 
democratic forums (Buur 2005). Dissidence is interpreted through the lens 
of an evil past. in this way, words like “turncoat” and “sell-out” take on 
new meanings, as any hint of “third force” activities and the wider domain 
of related violence and past political struggles associated with such classifi-
cations a priori undermines any claims to legitimacy. Secondly, such clas-
sifications allow for exceptional means to be deployed, as explained bluntly 
by the Clo: “This is sabotage by defectors from the ANC [with the aim 
of setting up their own party], this is not something we can accept” (in-
terview, Clo, April 2004). Even if only expressed as a threat, killing and 
violence always loom large as a possible outcome for those perceived to be 
“turncoats” or “sell-outs”, as the same Clo illustrates: “if you work as a 
double agent, if you work for Apf, and yet are a member of ANC, if they 
find out that you are an informer or a sell out, believe me they are definitely 
going to make sure you get into the ground. i must be honest with you, 
assassinations still happen, they are going to make sure that they get rid of 
you” (interview, April 2004). while in the past people were killed when 
such classifications were flagged or rumours circulated, today the means are 
different but still noteworthy, at least seen from the perspective of freedom 
of speech and equity. rather than being killed or becoming the victim of 
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violence, opponents of ANC policies in the townships face exclusion from 
scarce and highly-valued employment opportunities or, if they are have a 
job, face losing it. other strategies include either physical expulsion from 
communities or even families, or outright banning from participation in 
public events. 

if these remain the strategies used by members of civil and political 
society to curb dissidence, then the violence unleashed at the wSSD points 
towards the domain of the state, whose tactics are in many ways repro-
duced on a daily basis at township level. Here, the state’s interpretation 
of the regulation of Gathering Act (205 of 1993) is crucial. According to 
the act, the police hold the final legislative authority for granting permis-
sion for marches, demonstrations and public gatherings. The act describes 
two types of activities: “demonstrations” that consist of no more than 15 
persons who do not march or walk in procession, and “gatherings”, defined 
as “any assembly, concourse or procession of more than 15 persons in or on 
any public road … or any public place or premises wholly or partly open 
to the air” (Ngcobo 2003:75). The constitution demands only that demon-
strations remain peaceful and bars the incitement of “imminent violence” 
(see kimani 2003:17, Seleoane 2003). what remains particularly conten-
tious is whether one must merely “notify” the authorities or, as state law en-
forcement agencies insist, one must obtain “permission” in advance. Here, 
the need to obtain “consent” from local state authorities before holding a 
protest march contravenes the spirit of the constitutional guarantees of free 
assembly and expression. furthermore, it also requires relatively well-estab-
lished, and seldom available organisation and lines of communication to 
arrange, negotiate and enforce restrictions imposed by the state authorities. 
Equally contentious is the act’s insistence that any person who has partici-
pated in the planning of the gathering is liable in the event of damage, even 
if she or he were not present at the demonstration itself. As Seleoane (2003) 
argues, this seems to negate the basic principles of criminal procedure that, 
as kimani (2003:17) points out, “first require culpability to be determined 
before an individual is held liable”. The state’s interpretations of the act 
restrict the right to assembly and criminalise many types and forms of 
developmental contestation that have historically fallen under the rubric of 
political activism. 

in the only survey investigating the consequences of the Gathering 
Act, it was found that some of the social campaigns/movements had “in-
creasingly been met with prohibitions of their planned gatherings, often 
entailing violations of the rGA (regulation of Gathering Act No. 205) 
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[and the police had] over the course of a two year period come to issue 
blanket prohibitions of gatherings planned by the Apf and the landless 
peoples Movement (lpM), in direct contravention of the rGA in many 
ways” (fXi/rED 2005:18–19). in many cases, people were even arrested 
on their way to legally sanctioned gatherings and strict bail conditions were 
set, sometimes far exceeding the bail set in criminal rape or murder cases 
(fXi/rED 2005). Along with prolonged and endless court trials, which 
have seldom resulted in prosecution to date, this has had the effect of drain-
ing the limited funds available for legal assistance. These strategies, as i will 
illustrate in the following sections, strikingly resemble those employed by 
the apartheid establishment against uDf organisers during the 1980s. As 
Schmitt has pointed out in his critique of liberal and constitutional de-
mocracy and its rejection of the political as constitutive of political agency, 
if the state “has the monopoly of the political, the preservation of order 
within the state is essentially a problem not of politics, but of the police” 
(Schmitt quoted in preuss 1999:161). in order to understand how the his-
torical figure of political monism at the heart of this came to be and created 
the political subjectivities that are still at the core of developmental strug-
gles in South Africa today, we need to explore how developmental town-
ship struggles evolved in the 1980s and how they became intense objects of 
apartheid state-security strategies.

township struggle and monist politics 
Colin Bundy describes the apartheid state’s reactions to the 1980s township 
struggle as an “awkward ambidexterity: constitutional blueprint in the left 
hand, sjambok in its right” (Bundy 2000:28). if the carrot took the form 
of self-governance and promises of developmental services, then the stick 
was precisely that: brute force. Struggles over services were not “created in 
an institutional vacuum” (Bundy 2000:26), but built on a long tradition of 
township organisation and non-violent direct action by representative bod-
ies that had used boycotts and other forms of grievance-based protest since 
at least the 1880s (Bundy 2000:27). The campaigns that gave rise to what 
has been termed “the civic movement” in the 1980s cannot be described 
as homogeneous or spoken about “unproblematically as a singular event” 
(Adler and Steinberg 2000:4). Nevertheless, three commonalities can be 
identified: 1) these movements were initially self-limiting in their political 
aspirations; 2) they took on a quasi-representational role as the sole and 



The Intertwined History of Security and Development

123

legitimate representative of the people; and 3) they led towards the emer-
gence of a political ethos of unity in opposition to apartheid.

Civic township struggles were, at least initially, ideologically “self-lim-
iting”. Both direct written and spoken public involvement in local and 
national political struggles was avoided, and contestation was limited to 
non-participation in state structures on one hand, and to the deployment 
of non-violent engagement and non-cooperation on the other (Seekings 
2000a:54). However, the situation changed considerably during 1985–86, 
when civic and welfare organisations were reconceptualised as partners of 
the ANC alliance and, emerging from the insurrection period, embodied 
the vanguard of the South African masses. Here, the notion of “people’s 
power” retrospectively gives sense to the direct insurrectionary activities in 
primarily black townships. These changes are rooted in the general strike of 
1973 and the 1976–77 black consciousness-inspired Soweto uprisings that 
triggered a collective organisational awareness in certain strata of primarily 
urban populations (Swilling 1997:218, Bundy 2000:28). These events led 
to the establishment in 1977 of a new governance system of “community 
councils” to replace the former urban Bantu Councils (uBCs). The devo-
lution of central powers to self-governing councils for urban black popula-
tions was a poorly veiled attempt “to stave off underclass protest through the 
provision of resources (‘upgrading’)” (Bundy 2000:28) – a move to replace 
the direct administration of township dwellers by white apartheid bureau-
crats with indirect rule by “black surrogates” (Mayekiso 1996). in 1982, 
reforms expanded the councils’ powers (under the Black local Authorities 
Act, or BlA) to include the allocation of housing, business licences, busi-
ness sites, student bursaries and the collection of rents and service fees. 

The attempt to make the BlAs fiscally independent meant that the new 
local authorities would not only have to govern but also to extract rent 
and service charges from their subject populations in order to subsidise 
and maintain the African populations’ own suppression and ghettoisa-
tion (Adler and Steinberg 2000). The united Democratic front (uDf)10 
– formed in part as a response to the 1983 BlA election campaign and, over 
time, the banner under which many civic and resident organisations strug-
gled – tried vigorously to undermine the collaboration efforts of black au-
thorities with the apartheid regime by organising election “stay-aways” and 
employing various forms of intimidation including, later on, petrol-bomb 

10. uDf was a loose federation bringing together a large number of social, civic and 
political organisations of differing class backgrounds, racial constituencies and po-
litical orientations.
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attacks on councillors’ homes. triggered by the apartheid programme for 
constitutional reform and given ongoing direction by the state’s violent 
reaction, the insurrection period begot a particular political ethos. in many 
ways, the form and ethos of 1985–86 township struggles have become 
iconic, and have had a lasting effect on subsequent developmental contesta-
tions in South Africa. 

in 1984, organisations initiated “rent and service charge boycotts” 
in order to undercut the financial basis of the BlAs. The first recorded 
rent boycott was undertaken by residents of the Vaal triangle and Eva-
ton in September 1984 (trC Volume 2, 1998:382). Similar events spread 
throughout the country, while militarised youth took it upon themselves 
to monitor and enforce boycotts. By the mid-1980s, residents called for 
“consumer boycotts” to support both national and local political demands. 
while initially targeting white-owned business, these boycotts later tar-
geted businesses owned by perceived “collaborators” – for instance, black 
businesspeople and township residents who participated in the govern-
ment-established local authorities. Government buildings were burned and 
looted, and those defying the boycott calls were forced to swallow such in-
edible products as detergents or cooking oil. Some were even killed. Death 
tolls escalated as attacks by community residents on “informers” increased. 
Methods of attack included burning and “necklacing”, as well as beating, 
stabbing, shooting and sexual assault. After 1985 in most townships, uDf-
aligned organisations established their own “people’s courts” as an alterna-
tive to the apartheid legislated “community guards”. Many of these courts 
were under the guidance and protection of BlA councillors. 

This marked the ironic reform and transformation of the apartheid 
state’s direct governance into indirect governance through the BlAs and 
converted “physically distant agents of the state into identifiable individuals 
who lived and operated among those whom they ruled” (Bundy 2000:29). 
Beginning in 1984, and particularly from 1985, councillors were hated and 
became prime targets of routine attacks by ANC- and uDf-aligned youth. 
More importantly, as symbols of state power, they brought the frontier of 
apartheid into township neighbourhoods. resistance soon targeted all fig-
ures of authority, while, at the same time, struggle leadership was being re-
pressed and targeted by the authorities. The result was a perpetual destruc-
tive fear woven into the fabric of everyday township life. Black township 
youth, poetically characterised as “[t]he tyre, the petrol-bomb, the knife, 
the stone, the hacking: death” were feared, even among themselves, while 
media portrayed “young men, hungry, with hardened features and red eyes” 
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(Ari Sitas, quoted in Mayekiso 1996:256). “reckless militancy, widespread 
criminal activities, and harassment and coercion of adult residents trans-
formed ‘the youth’ into a considerable threat” (Jochelson 1990).

The dual face of “ungovernability and organisation”11, as phrased in 
Nina’s sympathetic accounts of “people’s courts”, created a parallel authori-
ty that “was seen as part of a process of organizing the future society” (Nina 
1995:7). The establishment of an “alternative locus of representation” was 
soon construed as being a “quasi-representative” and “quasi-governmen-
tal” institution (Adler and Steinberg 2000:6) that assumed rudimentary 
administrative and service functions and was partly era-bound. However, 
contrary to many commentators’ expectations at the end of the 20th cen-
tury, this marshalling of a form of representation that demarcated for itself 
a highly privileged space “above and beyond other associations, [claiming] 
to be the sole and legitimate representative of the people, a sacred and un-
touchable place of democratic sovereignty” (Adler and Steinberg 2000:7) 
has endured. The pervasive mechanism of resistance infused every moment 
of action with a particular aim and the people spoke in public with one 
voice, under one leadership united in opposition to apartheid (Adler and 
Steinberg 2000:8). During the 1980s and into the 1990s, public discourse 
was, as a result, sharply divided between “friends” and “enemies” – be-
tween those who endorsed this ethos and those who did not. Even the 
slightest action could be considered a sign of adherence or defiance, leading 
to correction in the “people’s courts” or violence or death. in other words, 
the “people’s courts” granted or barred people the right to belong to (or the 
quasi-citizenship in) the moral and political community, “a public moral-
ity that insists virtue consists only in monist politics, a morality that con-
strues difference as venomous opposition” (Adler and Steinberg 2000:12). 
As such, it “embodied a destructive logic” (Carter 1992), because it gave a 
priori justification to actions – violent or not – as long as political objec-
tives were reached. The crux of the matter is, as Adler and Stenberg point 
out, that this struggle ethos accepts neither the liberal principle of secrecy 
of political allegiance nor the notion of political allegiance as relational and 
contingent on a pluralistic contest. 

11. the term “ungovernability” was coined by the ANC national executive on 25 April 
1985 through their call, “Make apartheid unworkable! Make the country ungov-
ernable!”, presented in a paper entitled: “ANC Call to the Nation: the future is 
within our Grasp” (trC Volume 2, 1998:346). in this regard, the call by ANC 
for “ungovernability” can also be seen as a reaction to the uDf’s launch in August 
1983. 
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The entrenchment of the struggle ethos cannot be understood without 
considering the other side of the apartheid state’s “awkward ambidexter-
ity” (Bundy 2000:28), or rather the intertwined nature of development 
and security. it is clear from the introduction of the wHAM (winning the 
hearts and minds) campaign in the mid-1980s, part of p.w. Botha’s “total 
strategy”, that development and security were intertwined both implicitly 
and explicitly. wHAM figured within “low-intensity conflict” manage-
ment, also known as counter-insurgency warfare, rooted in military theo-
ries emerging from the experiences of the french General Andre Beaufre in 
North Africa and the American Colonel J.J. McCuen in Vietnam (Haysom 
1989:2–7). The apartheid regime institutionalised the logic of these theo-
ries, first in the “total strategy” and later in the “Joint Management System” 
(JMS) approach, which dissolved “normal” boundaries between military 
and civil society. in addition to the obvious developmental preoccupations 
of service provision and “upgrading”, the strategy was designed to defuse 
and calm hotbeds of township resistance by unravelling the 1985–86 or-
ganisation of “people’s organs for power” and “people’s courts”. As part 
of wHAM, a territorial “oil spot” strategy was applied to pacify and de-
fuse resistance, often by cordoning off areas identified as the most volatile 
and explosive. on the one hand, civic and union organisers and leaders 
were physically “eliminated” (killed, arrested, chased away or forced un-
derground), while on the other, target populations were “pacified” by the 
provision of housing, water, electricity, school bursaries and so on. with 
the mass mobilisation of youth peaking in 1985 and 1986, thousands of 
stone-throwing youths were arrested. wHAM’s real aim can therefore be 
said to be the containment and elimination of not only the “ringleaders”, 
but of a disorderly public in general (Haysom 1989; without using the lan-
guage of security, Seekings 2000a argues along similar lines). 

According to Madeleine fullard (a former trC researcher), who scru-
tinised most, if not all, the State Security Council minutes from 1985 to 
1990, the apartheid leadership was “obsessed with legality and legalism” 
particularly when dealing with the uDf, which had deliberately consti-
tuted itself as a “front” with no clear or uniform structure and no organi-
sational plan.. in other words, it was focused on dealing with organised 
uDf resistance “within the law” in order to maintain some kind of legiti-
macy (personal communication 2000 and 2004). Minutes of State Security 
Council meetings clearly indicate that it was legally difficult to “clamp 
down” on the “front” and numerous strategies were attempted with varying 
degrees of success. At first, leaders and “ringleaders” were prosecuted under 
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criminal law, but charges were often dismissed after endless legal battles. 
Secondly – and equally draining on resources – top leaders, when caught, 
were charged with “treason”, a strategy dating back to the 1960s. treason 
trials were often successful due to the ties apartheid leaders had with the 
legal establishment, but the attention they generated created international 
problems. Bail was often denied regardless of the form of trial awaited. This 
successfully prevented leaders from playing any sort of organisational role 
for the duration the often lengthy trials, or it forced leaders to take cover, 
thus hampering the organisation of resistance (see Seekings 2000b). it was 
not until 1988 that the apartheid regime managed to “restrain” uDf as a 
“front” by banning its activities. later in the process, as part of declared 
regional and general states of emergency, the state could impose “a blanket 
ban on outdoor public meetings and a partial ban on indoor meetings, in 
terms of the internal Security Act” (Seekings 2000b:198). in the interim, 
individuals within the “front” became the target.

The monist ethos of singular politics characterising the township civics 
and residents’ groups should be understood in relation to the need to pro-
tect and “immunise” township structures against state repression. it must 
be noted, however, that it was equally directed against the “clandestine 
creation of surrogate armed forces, which organisations appear to emerge 
‘spontaneously’ from the ‘people’ themselves” (Haysom 1989:3), leading 
to the emergence of “concerned residents” groups or “conservative vigilan-
tes”, as the South African trC and most commentators call them, such as 
inkatha (witwatersrand, now Gauteng, and kwaZulu-Natal), AmaAfrika 
(port Elizabeth), and Witdoeks (Cape town). Their emergence was seen as 
the product of the “third force”, who also provided these “conservative vigi-
lantes” with weapons, legal protection or even financial support. indeed, 
the trC produced ample evidence confirming a range of endorsement, 
support, and management mechanisms of vigilante groupings by different 
“clandestine” security agencies (see for example trC Volume 3, 1998:369). 
But as the commission cautiously stated, “not all vigilante activity was a 
product of state engineering. intolerant actions and coercive campaigns 
of the uDf and its adherents mobilised genuine disaffection and anger 
amongst black residents, forming the basis for retaliatory actions by so-
called ‘vigilantes’” (trC Volume 2, 1998:302). 

in conclusion, the attempt to use development – in its various forms of 
service provision and indirect government – combined with heavy-handed 
security operations brewed a cocktail far more explosive than apartheid’s 
direct administration. Here, in violent contestation of such state reforms, 
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the vanguard of the township rebellion was formed: residents’ organisa-
tions across the country mushroomed in the early and mid-1980s, becom-
ing instrumental in the defeat of apartheid. However, one is left to wonder 
whether the organisational form and the ethos of political monism were 
left behind. Adler and Steinberg suggest that “it was clear that the func-
tion, form and indeed the very existence of civics, was strictly era-bound” 
(Adler and Steinberg 2000:2). with the exception of a few rumblings in 
the 1990s, civics no longer play the prominent role they did in the 1980s. 
Nonetheless, i suggest that neither the form of political contestation nor 
the monist ethos of politics has been left behind, just as pre-democracy se-
curity strategies seem to have endured. rather, they have (re)emerged, and 
were reconfigured during the 1990s, increasing in strength right into the 
new millennium. These struggles and their development over time became 
constitutive of political contestation in post-apartheid South Africa, and 
provide an iconic register and measure of such contestation. 

Security, development and the production of sovereignty 
if the elementary gesture of securitisation as the identification of a social 
element is not properly positioned or defined within society, then the in-
tense focus on specific “speech acts” tends to overlook the mundane context 
in which securitisation takes place and where speech acts are decoded. As  
Agamben’s work on sovereignty suggests (Agamben 1998, 2000a), exclud-
ing or banning somebody from the polis demarcates a threshold, delineat-
ing a special relationship of both order and exception in which the sover-
eign decides whether the situation it confronts is an exception or merely 
normal: “what is at issue in the sovereign exception is not so much the 
control or neutralization of an excess as the creation and definition of the 
very space in which the juridico-political order can have validity” (Agam-
ben 1998:19). The link between security and sovereignty is obvious, as se-
curity is intimately related to the deployment of exceptional means used to 
counter perceived threats to the ultimate survival of the individual, the col-
lective, the nation or state (see the introduction to this volume). Security, 
as a speech act, legitimises extreme measures by referring to an existential 
threat “so important that it should not be exposed to the normal haggling 
of politics” (Buzan, wæver, and de wilde 1998), and thus basically moving 
politics “beyond the established rules of the game, and [framing] the issue 
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within a special kind of politics” (wæver 1997:14).12 Security takes on sov-
ereign properties through the identification of special threats and through 
the discourse of a special kind of politics not regulated by the law 

i believe, however, that heavy reliance on discursive pronunciation by 
somebody performing the speech act remains a weakness of this formula-
tion. i am not contesting that there often, if not always, is a somebody 
declaring a situation or threat which justifies the use of exceptional means. 
A cautious look at the South African case will quickly provide ample ex-
amples of how criminals, right-wing, left-wing, reactionary forces etc., over 
the last decade have all been declared by the political leadership a threat to 
either the state or the party. My critique is that the context of order pro-
viding the sounding board for such utterances is often overlooked in the 
theoretical literature on securitisation, as is the manner in which speech 
acts are inscribed in the pre-existing socio-political orders from which they 
draw their force. 

i have tried to highlight parts of this domain by pointing towards the 
interpretive lens of “evil forces of the past” and “used” dissidents, which 
only provide proper meaning when related to the tense struggles of the 
1980s. This interpretive lens has a powerful and deep historical focus that 
sees present contestations, which may have very different foundations, ex-
tending into the domain of the untenable. initially being merely “against” 
the installation of pre-paid water meters, contesting groups and organisa-
tions are soon categorised as “betrayers” who therefore must be opposed 
by whatever means possible. Though this interpretive lens is shaped by the 
past, it uncovers present fears of the impending emergence of a political 
opposition to the ANC. i suggest that struggles over the installation of 
pre-paid water meters and the fear of opposition reflect the concern that 
the sovereign will of the people as instanced by the ANC would be chal-
lenged by people over which it apparently has no control. This, of course, 
is highly indicative of the perceptions local ANC cadres have of political 
and democratic contestations. More importantly, however, it points to the 
deeply political nature of issues related to development initiatives in South 
Africa. 

The reaction to new social movements and campaigns contesting the 
policies of the ANC can, in a broader historical perspective, be charac-
terised as “business as usual” (robertson 1990:139). As robertson clearly 
argues, once liberation movements gain power, they usually abhor the idea, 

12. Securitarisation is therefore a particular and often extreme way of politicising a 
contentious topic.
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and indeed the possibility, of being subjected to similar treatment and 
forms of dissidence they used against their predecessors. This, i suggest, is 
symptomatic of how popular sovereignty manifests itself more generally. i 
have suggested that the constitutive fracture in the concept of “the people” 
can be a useful way of gaining an understanding of the developmental con-
testations in South Africa, not only because the struggle against apartheid 
was fought in the name of “the people”, but also because acting in the name 
of and for “the people” points both to the source of identity and to what 
has yet to be achieved. The implication is that developmental contesta-
tion should be approached from the perspective of sovereignty where “the 
people” is defined as the constitutive category of the sovereign political 
structure. 

 while social movements/campaigns in present-day South Africa to a 
large extent draw – and often in unwitting and contradictory fashion – upon 
an array of past symbols and concrete activities of “people’s power”, they 
nonetheless point towards another aspect of order, that of a governmental 
frontier which somehow awkwardly supports the intrinsic political ethos of 
monism. Members of social movements/campaigns such as SECC and Apf 
invoke past associations and are both modelled on past forms of sovereign 
organisation. Both organisations exercise their partisanship within the new 
nation-state in a way that is at odds with or defies correct organisational 
practice and behaviour according to the new legal-political project. The use 
of different participatory strategies based on local governance ward struc-
tures represents a positive and productive attempt to mobilise, enrol and 
harness active participation in development implementation in a structured 
and coordinated fashion. As such, the ward model for participation can be 
seen as formally redrawing the space for governance lying between state 
authorities on the one hand, and the liberty of rights-bearing, autonomous, 
individual subject-citizens of the nation on the other.13 Considering the 
extremely violent history of democratic nation-state formation in South 
Africa, this is no small matter. 

However, it became clear that this ideologically neutral and apolitical 
model for participation was far from indifferent to the residents’ socio-po-
litical reality. Nor was it detached from the salient properties of the past as 
it re-emerged in different shapes and forms as fears of “hidden forces” and 
as practices modelled on past modes of radical participation. By exploring 
the internal frontier for participation in the installation of pre-paid water 

13. See rose (1999:167) for a discussion on this point in relation to western demo-
cratic participation more generally.
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meters in the ward of phiri, i have suggested that the internal frontier was 
marked by the exclusion of those residents who did not belong to the po-
litical party: more specifically, by those who were not affiliated with the 
organised formations belonging to the tripartite alliance of the ANC. This 
point relates to Bourdieu’s notion of “legitimate symbolic violence, i.e. the 
power to constitute and to impose as universal and universally applicable 
within a given ‘nation’ … a common set of coercive norms” (Bourdieu and 
wacquant 1992:112). forms of procedural or bureaucratic authority – leg-
islation, authorisation and restrictions – legitimise certain practices and 
render others illegitimate and undemocratic. The nexus upon which the 
legitimacy of the local governance ward forums rests can thus be said to be 
less on direct or popular participation by the general population and more 
on an adherence to a particular kind of proceduralism founded on repre-
sentative constitutional democratic behaviour, along with threats posed by 
dissidents. formations that do not conform to the particular model pro-
vided by the implementation process become illegitimate. 

i have argued that the evolution of these practices, ideas about threats 
and an ethos of politics cannot be separated from the particular manner 
in which security and development have been intertwined in South Africa. 
it is important to grasp the fusion of the differently constituted domains 
of a powerful historical ethos of monism and its local fusion with present-
day forms of procedural authority. The apparent continuities of various 
practices and imaginings are hardly surprising when one considers, on the 
one hand, the intertwined deployment by the democratic government of 
“hard” and “soft” forms of violence and power linked to the production of 
sovereignty, and the simultaneous use by social movements contesting state 
policies of forms of violence that aim at both producing and rearticulat-
ing sovereign practices, on the other. what seems to be at stake is moral 
legitimacy, with contesting ideas as to what constitutes legitimate and il-
legitimate forms of violence. it is therefore worth exploring further how 
this vernacular semantic universe contributes to the radicalisation of state 
measures against its opposition, as well as the opposition itself. 
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As with other post-war societies, Mozambique has undergone a liberal-style 
democratic transition since the beginning of the 1990s. in this process, 
decentralisation of the enforcement of law and order to non-state institu-
tions and official attempts to democratise the police force have been key 
elements. in Mozambique, post-war security sector reforms promising de-
mocratisation of the Polícia da República de Moçambique (prM) have been 
slow. According to Chachiua (2000), this is largely owing to political power 
struggles between the warring parties, frelimo and renamo. lalá (2003) 
adds that this situation was influenced by the frelimo-run government’s 
preoccupation with regaining state control over the former war zones and 
renamo-controlled areas. in frelimo discourse, these areas have been re-
garded as security threats and termed “zones of confusion”. 

in 1997, five years after the General peace Agreement (GpA), a new De-
fence and Security Act (17/1997) was passed, which adhered to mainstream 
liberal democratic transition idiom. Besides general state security issues, it 
included ensuring the normal functioning of democratic institutions, the 
fundamental rights and liberties of citizens, the guarantee of economic and 
social development and the rule of law (Chachiua 2000, lalá 2003:14–15).1 
Hence, security was directly related to development, democratisation and 
civil rights. This approach is a marked departure from the militarisation 
of the prM during the civil war (1977–92), during which its officers were 
preoccupied with counter-insurgency actions and the policing of “safe ar-
eas” controlled by the frelimo state (lalá 2003). Since the passage of the 
1997 Security Act, donor-sponsored police transformation has focused on 
training prM in human rights, good governance and on decentralising 
policing. in the urban areas, pilot project community police councils have 
been extended to more than 1,000 registered localities (MiNt 2005). 

1. New justice sector reform is still under way, guided by the mantras of human 
rights, legal pluralism and collaboration between the formal and informal sectors 
(de Sousa Santos and trindade 2003).
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in the rural areas, the first decentralisation initiative was Decree 
15/2000, which granted official recognition to traditional leaders as “com-
munity authorities”. traditional authorities were to execute administrative 
tasks and provide local-level policing and justice enforcement. The formal 
decentralisation of policing to chiefs has in addition been supplemented 
by general encouragement of vigilança do povo (‘people’s vigilance’) and 
by a range of informal methods of outsourcing policing to pessoas de confi-
ança, that is, persons the police trust. According to the Ministry of internal  
Affairs (MiNt), these initiatives aimed at creating “a new culture of com-
munity security” (MiNt 2005:4) where “citizens are directly involved in 
the system of security and policing” and in “the solving of community 
problems” (MiNt 2005:5). Community-police links are envisioned to 
“create a harmonious society free of violence and crime” (MiNt 2005:9), 
and, as recently stated by a key official within the MiNt, to secure devel-
opment: “… our security is for our development [and] the fight against 
poverty means the fight against crime”. 

This chapter addresses how the prM went about the task of decentralis-
ing and creating unidade (unity) between police and Povo (people). Based 
on ethnographic explorations of everyday policing and public police spec-
tacles at Dombe administrative post, a rural, former war zone in the central 
part of Mozambique, the chapter critically scrutinises the inclusionary and 
democratic promises of the decentralisation of policing. Several commenta-
tors have suggested (e.g., wisler and Bonvin 2004 and Baker 2002b) that 
military imperatives continue to animate community policing projects and 
that the police are only marginally interested in communities and more 
concerned with re-establishing state control. The Dombe case confirms 
these arguments, but also illustrates how decentralisation is employed to 
produce specific community-citizens. in line with the insights of Agamben 
(2000a) and the general introduction to this volume, the (re)instating of 
state sovereignty goes beyond ensuring state monopoly over the legitimate 
use of force and over the prosecution of criminal cases in juridical-institu-
tional terms. it equally centres on gaining the monopoly over the definition 
of righteous forms of citizenship through acts of inclusion and exclusion. 
Although current police strategies are cast in the name of unity of “police 
and people” – hence evoking inclusion – they are also exclusionary. They 
rely on the production of certain individuals and groups as security threats 
to the state and the wellbeing of the community. 

in Dombe, this takes a particular politicised form in which the crimi-
nalisation of certain forms of conduct and identification is defined not ex-



FRoM InequALITy To InSeCuRITy?

134

clusively by reference to the law as legal transgressions, but also to old war 
divisions and contemporary party political splits. The strategies therefore 
echo the wartime police ethos: criminal acts and criminals are presented 
as embodiments of political opposition and hostility to the frelimo state, 
to development and to national unity. in this way, categories of crime are 
also “modes of expression used to manage social nexuses of power” (parnell 
2003:1). i refer to this as the politics of policing. The concept is intended to 
capture how the state police, besides combating crime from a legal perspec-
tive, engage both discursively and practically in producing the “political 
community” of people with affiliations to the frelimo state and their con-
stitutive outsiders, renamo supporters. The “politics of policing” draw on 
discursive categories of crime and politics in which crime and criminality 
are symptoms of political opposition. However, these politics are also per-
formed in the excessive punishments of renamo supporters. 

The arena in which the “politics of policing” is particularly pronounced 
is at public police events or so-called “crime-combating meetings” where 
the main themes are the display of prisoners and the fostering of police-
community links or unidade. These meetings provide the core case of the 
chapter. in condensed form, they bring together the core characteristics of 
the politics of policing, not least the exceptional, often extra-legal methods 
of policing. These exceptional police methods rely on the discursive pro-
duction of Dombe as a renamo wartime-created Zona da Confução (zone 
of confusion) – as a particularly risk-laden and anarchic place where ex-
ceptional measures are necessary to combat crime, to reinstate the law and 
ensure development. The legacies of the war in Dombe both inform and 
legitimise the politics of policing with present and future consequences. 
Before exploring the crime-combating meetings, i trace the production of 
Dombe as a “zone of confusion”. 

Dombe as a renamo territory
Dombe administrative post lies in the southern part of Sussundenga 
district. it was a fiercely contested zone during the 16 years of civil war 
(1977–92). Due to its proximity to Zimbabwe (then rhodesia), it was one 
of the areas where the first rhodesian-trained renamo guerrillas entered 
the country only three years after Mozambique’s independence (1975)  
(Alexander 1997). The Ndau-speaking population inhabiting Dombe was 
also the first to be recruited by and fill the lower and higher ranks of re-
namo (Schafer 2001:219). for this reason, Dombe became a non-frelimo 
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state territory, controlled by renamo, at a very early stage in the civil war. 
At the beginning of the 1980s, government military force was left in con-
trol only of the administrative headquarters – described as an “island” sur-
rounded by enemies – on the fringes of which it fought against renamo. in 
1991, just a year before the peace accord, renamo managed to capture the 
administrative headquarters of Dombe, which led to the full dissolution of 
the frelimo-state’s presence (Alexander 1997). 

As in other central parts of the country, the war in Sussundenga district 
was characterised by struggles over the control of people and territories and 
had a rural-urban dimension (Schafer 2001). According to west (2005), 
this was a struggle not over “wealth in things”, but “wealth in people”. 
This was characterised by the ability to attract and sustain subordinates. 
it reproduced a dominant aspect of power in both the colonial era and in 
the post-independence strategies of frelimo (west 2005:10–11). The fre-
limo state lost control of rural areas in Sussundenga at an early stage. As 
a consequence, its local representatives had to withdraw to urban centres 
and a few “communal villages” in the central and northern part of the dis-
trict. The activities of the state became focused on defence and the forced 
replacement of people rather than development and administration. This 
continued to be the case with the post-independence communal villages, 
which had officially been intended as developmental clusters for rural peo-
ple, based on notions of popular power and participation within a one-
party state framework. As the war escalated, the villages became little more 
than counter-insurgency devices of the frelimo-state. They were used as 
militarily enforced sites for the control of urban/semi-urban residents and 
for the forced removal of people believed to support renamo (Alexander 
1997:5–9). 

renamo conversely won ground in large parts of the rural areas. paral-
lel to attacking party-state officials and the communal villages, renamo re-
cruited and attempted to gain the allegiance of the residents in areas where 
government forces were weak or absent (ibid). Dombe became one of the 
few zones where renamo managed to set up a relatively extensive system of 
civilian control, including extraction of labour for food production and to 
a lesser extent services such as education and health (Schafer 2001:221–23). 
The system built on chieftaincy (regulados), which, along with spiritual 
beliefs and Christian churches, had been rejected by the Marxist-lenin-
ist frelimo government at independence. in what could be regarded as an 
oppositional political ideology to frelimo, renamo not only reinstalled 
chiefly rule as a governance device, but also celebrated spiritual beliefs and 
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traditional ceremonies. in addition, it recruited persons from the Dombe 
missionary station as teachers and nurses, an approach that garnered some 
support among religious believers and leaders in Dombe (Alexander 1997). 
renamo’s system of governance was nonetheless dominated by military 
concerns. The reinstallation of chiefly rule was accompanied by the local 
recruitment of renamo police and intelligence agents, the Mujhibas, who 
policed the areas in coordination with renamo soldiers (Alexander 1997:7–
10). According interviews in 2004, the Mujhibas worked directly under 
renamo and their relationship to chiefs was to give orders to mobilise the 
rural population when soldiers were in need of food and/or shelter. in spite 
of the military imperatives, local chiefs maintained rights to resolve local 
conflicts. 

The use of chiefs continued after the General peace Agreement in 1992 
when Dombe became one of the areas where renamo was officially granted 
administrative control until the first general elections in 1994. The demo-
bilisation of renamo soldiers, along with the lack of resources from the 
state coffers to make development improvements and sustain the admin-
istration by chiefs, made it difficult for renamo to maintain an extensive 
governance system after the war (Alexander 1997). renamo nonetheless 
remained in power de facto until 1996, as instanced by open resistance to 
the re-establishment of state police posts and frelimo representation after 
frelimo won the 1994 elections. As reported in the media (noticias 1995) 
and confirmed in interviews (2002–05), prM officers were on three occa-
sions from mid- and late 1995 driven out of Dombe, firstly by a group of 
disgruntled members of the population who threw stones at the police and 
secondly by a group of chiefs who would not allow the prM to operate 
unless the chiefs were financially compensated.2 in the latter episode, the 
prM was forced to leave because of an armed militia group, the so-called 
Chimwenje (literally meaning “those living in the bush”) who had their 
“bases” in the mountainous areas of Dombe. Despite local uncertainties 
as to the identity of the Chimwenje, the frelimo government blamed re-
namo.3 The government dispatched to the area the Força da Intervenção 
Rapida (a militarily trained rapid reaction police force), which managed to 

2. According to Chief Chibue (interview 2005), the chiefs had in November 1995, 
with the help of the population, torn down the tents of the prM officers and, after 
a meeting with the prM, forced the officers to leave on the back of a tractor. while 
the chiefs were not armed, the prM officers feared armed assault if they stayed. 

3. According to Chachiua (2000), the Chimwenje were a group of armed dissidents 
allegedly associated with opposition parties in Zimbabwe.
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curb the resistance and pave the way for a stable prM presence. The chiefs 
agreed to a state presence in return for bicycles and radios, granted to them 
by the provincial governor. 

The open opposition towards state re-encroachment in the mid-1990s 
owes much to the early commencement of the war and to the kinds of 
experiences that Dombians had had with frelimo-state governance from 
the time of independence and throughout the war years. Due to the early 
arrival of renamo, neither frelimo’s post-independence service provisions 
and development initiatives nor the new local governance structures and 
communal villages had reached the rural parts of Dombe. frelimo’s insti-
tutionalisation of locally elected dynamising groups and party secretaries, 
leading to the banning of chiefly rule, was only attempted within and close 
to the administrative centre of Dombe (Buur and kyed 2005). in these 
areas, such reforms met with resistance from the local elite, notably chiefs 
and their assistants. But due to the fact that the new local institutions very 
soon came under the command of the military as part of the war strategy, 
they also became unpopular among large sections of the rural population. 
Secretaries were seen as oppressive, used to strengthen frelimo alliances 
and displace people to communal villages. until the late 1970s, people re-
sisted villagisation. However, afterwards frelimo soldiers began to forcibly 
remove the populations to the administrative centre. This move intensified 
the “war over people” against renamo, and while many chose (and man-
aged) to flee back to their homes, and therefore to renamo zones, others 
remained under the control of frelimo. until 1991, Dombe administrative 
post doubled as a military base and a centro de recuperação, which “re-edu-
cated” people captured in renamo zones. fleeing the centres was punish-
able by death. 

As Schafer (2001) asserts, post-war contempt for frelimo-state re-
encroachment cannot simply be understood as an effect of the coercive 
character of the state. renamo’s relative success in gaining and sustaining 
allegiances in rural areas is also important and was intimately related to 
the rural-urban distinction bolstered during the war. The concentration 
of frelimo in urban centres and the party’s inability to deliver develop-
ment inputs to peripheral areas, meant that rural residents felt excluded 
from the state project and saw it as “urban disdain for those ‘living in the 
bush’” (Schafer 2001:222). renamo, which represented itself as the cham-
pion of rural interests, capitalised on and further reinforced these views. 
in Dombe, this was particularly the case in the remote mountainous areas 
where renamo had arrived before the frelimo state had established a pres-
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ence. Here it was not renamo, but the frelimo state that was seen as the 
aggressor (Alexander 1997:10). 

in these areas, state representation, including the prM, was not com-
plete until 2001 because fears of what might happen if the state (and  
frelimo) approached these rural renamo strongholds too hastily and 
openly (interview Chefe da Localidade, Bunga, 2002 and Chief of police, 
Dombe, 2004). fears of creating antagonism were also reflected in state 
police practices in the early years after the war. The prM, according to the 
chief of police of Dombe, “was not allowed to be aggressive towards people. 
we just remained seated and if someone did a crime we would call them 
in politely to the station and tell them that it was illegal, but we would not 
arrest them.” in the immediate post-war years, the state faced what Alex-
ander (1997) has referred to as a “profound crisis of authority” (Alexander 
1997:20). The state (including the prM) was, despite transition to multi-
party democracy and the constitutional abolition of the one-party state, 
still viewed as the agent of the old enemy, frelimo. renamo’s electoral vic-
tories in both 1994 and 1999 in Dombe underscored this situation. Along 
with the crisis of legitimacy, the state was also challenged in its policing op-
erations, as non-state actors, including chiefs, renamo officials, the Mujhibas 
and curandeiros (witchdoctors and/or traditional healers) enforced the law 
and maintained order. These actors did not comprise a well-organised sys-
tem of governance with clearly demarcated territorial constituencies, but 
they did share a common history of opposition towards the frelimo state. 

outsourcing and (re)claiming state sovereignty
By the end of 2002, state representatives working alongside the frelimo 
party had, in comparison with the mid-1990s, become more proactive in 
attempting to recapture the zones of confusion. “re-capturing” combined 
strengthening political allegiance to frelimo with administrative and secu-
rity concerns structured around claiming state sovereignty. Development 
inputs and formal as well as informal decentralisation initiatives have been 
at the centre of this double-edged process of marrying state and frelimo 
party concerns. Development inputs such as schools, roads and water pro-
vision, financed by donors, but launched in the “name of the Hurumende”, 
the emic term for the conflation of state and frelimo structures, have served 
as crucial reference points for legitimising state intervention in the spheres 
of state administration and security. 
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The facilitation of a more profound political and administrative re-ex-
tension of the state and of frelimo into the rural zones has most impor-
tantly been effected through decentralisation initiatives, beginning with 
Decree 15/2000.4 from 2001–02, this decree provided for state recogni-
tion of traditional leaders or chiefs as “community authorities” and for out-
sourcing a range of administrative, development and security functions to 
these authorities. following the wider post-war political commitment to 
democratisation, the decree was officially launched in the name of inclu-
sion, recognition and community participation in development and ad-
ministration. Although the local state employed inclusive/participatory 
aspects to reorder social hierarchies, the strategies also aimed at canvassing 
support for frelimo. while the outsourcing of state functions has led to the 
inclusion of chiefs in governance, it has also been employed as a strategy 
to regulate forms of non-state authority that challenged state sovereignty. 
formalising chiefs provided the state and the frelimo party with access to 
those areas where the frelimo state was physically absent and had few al-
liances. The recognition ceremonies opened a window of opportunity for 
post-colonial state officials, frelimo secretaries and prM officers to visit 
remote areas (often for the first time in years) and to disseminate informa-
tion about government policies. This was followed by the actual outsourc-
ing of the functions to chiefs and the use of the latter for mobilising the 
population for public meetings, development projects, taxation, election 
campaigns (2004) and for community-like policing. The chiefs, who were 
seen as representatives of territorially based communities, provided a piv-
otal first link between the frelimo state and populations living in remote 
areas in a process of reordering rural society. 

following the recognition of chiefs in 2002, the prM gradually ex-
panded its scope of operation outside the confines of the administrative 
posts. The prM worked on two interrelated fronts to expand its form of 
law and order and to produce a political community: the formal juridical-
institutional (re)ordering and informal measures of outsourcing policing, 
as well as a set of disciplinary and educative measures. in relation to formal 
juridical-institutional reordering, chiefs and their subordinates and assist-
ants have been pivotal. The outsourcing of policing and justice enforce-
ment functions to them has been ambiguously structured by attempts to 
reclaim state (police) monopoly over the use of force and over defining and 

4. for a detailed analysis of the initial steps in implementing the decree in Dombe 
and the rest of Sussundenga district, see Buur and kyed 2005a and kyed and Buur 
2005b (forthcoming in Journal of Southern African Studies). 
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prosecuting “criminal” acts (more serious thefts, homicide, drugs, fights 
where blood is spilt, rape of minors [not adults], stabbings, arson, murder 
threats and insults against state functionaries). Simultaneously, prM had 
to ensure that conflicts and misbehaviour not defined as “criminal” (e.g., 
witchcraft, adultery, insults/threats of a minor nature, beatings that do not 
involve the spilling of blood, lesser thefts, violations of customary law and 
land disputes) are solved only by those authorities recognised by the state and 
not by ordinary individuals or groups of individuals themselves.

within the sphere of everyday policing, the prM in Dombe has further 
developed a set of unwritten obligations and prohibitions for chiefs. They 
have nonetheless been promulgated as if they are state law and enforced 
as such. Decree 15 merely states that community authorities have to assist 
“administrative and police authorities in dealing with all infractions com-
mitted and in the localization of troublemakers” (regulamento do Decreto 
15/2000, art. 5d.). in Dombe, community authorities, as well as sub-chiefs, 
have been obliged to localise “troublemakers”, to arrest and question sus-
pected law-breakers and bring them to the police station. However, in a 
deeply contradictory move, chiefs are both prosecuted when they usurp the 
state’s monopoly of force and when they do not turn in criminals to the 
police. recent cases in Dombe illustrate that lack of collaboration with the 
police and compliance with the locally formulated obligations and prohibi-
tions can lead to severe (physical) punishments.5 Conversely, other cases 
from 2004 illustrate that chiefs and their policing assistants can in practice 
use physical force against criminals, when and if this is ordered by the 
prM. These cases, which take place outside the formal legal domain, high-
light core elements of the current process of reclaiming the state’s sovereign 
power by way of outsourcing restricted elements of such power. They illus-
trate the ambiguities of the process. on the one hand, the prohibition on 
chiefs from prosecuting criminal cases and using corporal punishment has 
created new forms of criminalisation. on the other hand, outsourcing of 
policing as an element of marking out the boundary of the state’s sovereign 
power is often characterised by the employment of measures that lie outside 
the law. it may seem contradictory that the state police break the law in 
the very name of enforcing it. However, as Hansen (2005), following Carl 
Schmitt, argues, sovereignty originates in the capacity to suspend the law 

5. one of the chiefs was prosecuted for solving a crime case and the other two for not 
informing the police about criminals. the cases were not taken to court, but were 
dealt with at the police station, in two cases with corporal punishment and 24-hour 
imprisonment.
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(Hansen 2005:171). in this way, the oscillation between playing the legal 
card and trespassing upon the law is at the core of producing and sustain-
ing state power. 

in Dombe, the prM’s use of exceptional measures outside the law none-
theless goes beyond momentarily marking out the boundary between state 
authority and chiefs: the measures rely on and create more enduring cat-
egories of crime/criminals that are not written in law, but are employed in 
the production of the “political community” and its “other”. This point 
emerges from the array of police strategies that centre on educating and 
disciplining the rural population, but also on creating forms of allegiance 
to the (frelimo) state. informal ways of outsourcing policing and creating 
partnerships with ordinary citizens provide one such strategy. This includes 
the introduction of vigilança do povo, where ordinary citizens from within 
the rural population collaborate with the police in identifying criminals 
and sometimes even act as the extended arm of the prM. According to 
the Dombe chief of police, the aim of “people’s vigilance” is to unite good 
law-abiding “community” members with the state police against family 
members, neighbours and friends who commit crimes or who are suspected 
of intending to do so in the future. Although “people’s vigilance” has an 
inclusionary element, its employment in Dombe has relied on non-legal cat-
egories in terms of which those who do not turn in criminals or are unwill-
ing to speak openly about a criminal case are treated as potential criminals. 
The “crime” of non-collaboration is essentially presented by the prM as a 
symptom of moral decay or confuçao – of incivility, lack of education and 
erosion of basic values. According to the district commander of police, 
many years of exposure to war and affiliation with renamo cause this: 

Crime and the lack of knowledge of the law have to do with the war. The 
majority of the population that lives in Dombe lived in the military bases 
of Renamo. And for this reason they still have this “Renamista” mentality, 
this anarchistic doctrine … it makes people capable of committing all that 
is outside of normal human conduct. (Police Commander, Sussundenga,  
�0 August 2004). 

Crime-fighting aims to change this mentality in order to reverse the per-
ceived “state of anarchy” said to reign in Dombe. However, policing is also 
instrumental in settling the question of political affiliation. There are two 
aspects to the “politics of policing”: on the one hand it equates crime/crimi-
nals with political affiliation with renamo, and on the other it is employed 
to produce allegiance to the frelimo state. The discursive production of 
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Dombe as a renamo-inflicted “zone of confusion”, inhabited by persons 
generically prone to commit crime, has practical consequences for how al-
legiance is secured. for security to be restored, a thorough education of 
Dombians is required. The need to re-educate has legitimised the deploy-
ment of exceptional, extra-legal measures. A core form of “education” is the 
standardised use of physical violence during interrogation and arrest by the 
prM on the bodies of persons who have not yet been formally convicted. 
These forms of extra-legal action enact the notion of Dombians as already 
potential criminals, who, even without the commitment of crime, can be 
physically punished. furthermore, these actions form part of “educating” 
and “creating respect for the police”. 

Another form of “educative” measure is to be found in the way com-
munity police persons have been employed by the prM since mid-2004. 
According to official policy, such persons should only inform the prM 
about community conflicts and crime. However, the prM in Dombe 
has mandated community members, primarily young men, to patrol, ar-
rest and even beat (sjambokear) alleged criminals and suspects. A central 
element in these activities are nightly patrols to enforce the so-called lei 
fora da, which can be likened to a curfew imposed between midnight and 
5h:00am. Although the lei is not a formal law, it is implemented as such 
with potentially severe consequences for trespassers. After being put into a 
police cell, a prM officer interrogates such people. if they are suspected of 
having committed crimes in the past and/or intending to do so in the fu-
ture, they are sjamboked by a community police person and put in jail “for 
a few days, so they can learn not to do wrong and to respect the police”, as 
the Dombe chief of police noted. This outsourcing of “educative” measures, 
that is, physical violence, to persons from within the local population lies at 
the heart of the “politics of policing” and reveals its inherently violent side. 
it is political in the sense that it is predicated on some community members 
acting upon and combating the enemies within the community. Hence, 
although community policing aims to reduce crime and target criminals, it 
also produces the differentiation between good and bad community mem-
bers. This differentiation is most spectacularly performed in public rituals 
at crime-combating meetings. As we shall see, there is a correlation between 
good and frelimo on the one side, and bad and renamo on the other.

Crime-combating meetings – enacting unity 
At irregular intervals during 2004, a number of crime-combating meetings 
were staged in Dombe. During these meetings, prisoners would be dis-
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played in public. The meetings fulfilled a number of functions. According 
to the prM district commander, the most pivotal aims were to “make vis-
ible” and to encourage unity or partnerships between police and people: 

We have to teach people, yes, about crime, because many people, principally 
our rural population, don’t know how to distinguish what is considered crime 
according to the law. But the most important part of the meetings is for people 
at the margin to know who we are, to know that the police is doing a job and 
exist for the people. That is why we also show the prisoners so that the people 
can see that crime will be punished. Because some out there think that we are 
sitting on our behind and that the police don’t do anything. And also, they 
should know who the local state official is, the Government people and so on. 
That is why I present them [Frelimo and state officials] one by one and ask if 
the people know him and if not I explain, just as you saw me doing Helene 
(Police Commander, Sussundenga, �1 August 04). 

“Making visible” is primarily aimed at making the faces of prisoners known. 
Equally important was the rendering visible of state and police hierarchies 
and the desirable relationship between state and community. The venue 
was organised around the official guests and in accordance with the state 
hierarchy, including the newly recognised community authority and his 
subordinates. They were all placed in front of the crowd – or the commu-
nity, as it were. The community, for its part, was sub-divided along gender 
and generational lines. furthermore, the different acts and speeches at the 
meetings played into making visible and “real” the ideal unidade (unity) 
between “community”, “community authority” and police/State/frelimo. 

State officials and police evoked unidade (unity) throughout the meet-
ing. The police commander’s speech centred on collaboration with the po-
lice – i.e., vigilânce do povo. This was continually enacted in instances of 
joint singing, clapping, joking, hooting and shouting of slogans, which the 
state representatives orchestrated at intervals, to the extent that the meet-
ings became celebratory events. while flowers were handed over to the 
police commander, those present sang Cubatana-Cubatana (unity-unity) 
accompanied by clapping and dancing. The always smiling and cheerful 
commander followed suit and saw to it that the song was repeated several 
times during the event. At times, he would himself lead the singing. Cu-
batana-Cubatana speaks of “unity as the winner” and that “unity forever” 
should exist with especially “the police”, but also with “the party” (fre-
limo), “the chief”, “the people of the government” and “the school direc-
tor”. Jokes from the commander and subsequent laughter from the crowd 
accompanied the song, rendering the atmosphere light in contrast to the 
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otherwise serious deliberations about crime. The enactment of unidade oc-
curred in parallel with identifying and criticising the practices the state 
police deemed inappropriate:

The essential agenda that I came with is that of unidade (Cubatana) ... like 
the song that you sang here now … This is what we want – the population 
uniting with the police for us to end with the crime. How are we going to 
end crime? It is you that have to come and speak out. You may not say it to us 
[the police], but you have to say it to the chief. The information will arrive to 
us [the police] in order for us [police and people] to work together. Because a 
person that robs, a person that kills is not a good person. He is dangerous. And 
if you don’t denounce it, for him to be captured and for him to come and be 
educated, then tomorrow he will come and kill you. And you leave him doing 
that because he is your friend or you live in the same area as him? It is you 
who know him [the criminal] ... We the police are here to protect you, but for 
our work to go well we have to unite. Our unity is you and you have to tell us 
secretly what happens ... you are the first police here and the thief is from your 
family, so you know him. 

The order given to be vigilant among family members, friends and neigh-
bours raises the question of unity with and against whom? During the 
speeches, the commander outlined what types of behaviour were punish-
able and used concrete examples of past failures to collaborate with the 
police. At a meeting in Chinda chieftaincy, the commander drew on the 
case of the son of Simbine, a resident of Chinda. The commander blamed 
the residents of Chinda for enabling the culprit’s repeated escapes: “when 
you heard the police coming [to arrest the son of Simbine] you climbed a 
tree and began to shout ‘the police is coming, Simbine. run away!’ This 
you are not allowed to do. when our police comes you have to catch him 
and help us, because if you don’t he will come back and also kill you.” in a 
contradictory move, the commander aimed to position unity and the com-
mon interest of police and citizens above the protection of those the police 
deemed unfit for the ideal community. 

A second message conveyed through the meeting was to convince the 
crowd of police benevolence and to legitimise the monopoly on defining 
inappropriate behaviour and the prerogative to punish such behaviour. His 
choice of words reflected his seeming awareness of the negative ideas and 
experiences of everyday police practices that exist in Dombe: “The police 
are here to protect you and your goods ... when we arrest someone it is not 
to kill, but to educate him, so that he knows that what he did was bad and 
that he has to stop doing it. i never heard that anyone from here died in 
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prison. Did you?” The crowd affirmed his words, but whispers at the back 
of the crowd indicated a different story. 

The whispering related to the use of “educate”. The term is widely under-
stood and, by quite a number of people, cherished as sjambokear (beatings). 
while the commander did not explicitly state what “education” means, its 
local significance was rather clear. The effort to provide a less violent image 
of the police was thus broken down by between-the-lines messages that 
preserved the image of the police as capable of corporal punishment. There 
was clearly a purpose to the commander’s non-articulation of “educating” 
as corporal punishment. During the meetings, “educating” underpinned 
the message of “who” has the sovereign authority to define “who” the ap-
propriate community-citizen is. The protection of good citizens was hence 
made inseparable from preserving an image of the police as capable of “ed-
ucating” and physically excluding the less-than-citizens. Nowhere was this 
key message of the police-state monopoly of sovereign practices more clear 
than in the display of prisoners that followed the commander’s speech. 

At the meetings in Dombe, typically 7 to 12 prisoners were brought 
in from the district prison. An additional number of 1 to 3 prisoners were 
taken from the local police station: these, as opposed to the others, had 
not been formally tried. The prisoners were chosen according to two crite-
ria. on the one hand, they represented different types of criminal activity 
– murder, rape, drug abuse/sale, theft and insults to the government. This 
served the educative aspect of the meetings in respect to the law, aiming to 
give the crowd concrete examples of what forms of activity lead to penal-
ties. on the other hand, the prisoners were former residents of either a close 
or the same “community” in which the meetings were held. The district 
commander gave three reasons for this: first, the public display of a prisoner 
in his own area might have the effect of his not returning after his release, 
which played on the idea of permanent rather than temporary exclusion; 
and second, it makes people more afraid of committing crime in the future 
as they can see that punishment is meted out in their area. finally, as the 
commander noted, “[by] seeing the criminals, the people know it is good 
for them to help us [the police] to fight the misbehaviour of their neigh-
bours and families”. 

During the meetings, the objective of “making visible” a line of crimi-
nals for educative purposes regarding the law became inseparable from acts 
of “making familiar”. when each prisoner individually entered the space 
between the police commander and the crowd, the first thing he was asked 
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to do before disclosing his criminal background was to give his family 
name and his place of residence: 

Commander: [to prisoner] Speak your name and say why you are in prison. 
Tell it all loudly!

Prisoner: My name is Vasco Manuel 

Commander: Where do you come from?

Prisoner: Tussene.

Public x: Hiiiii, it is here, close by! 

Commander: What did you do to end up in prison?

Prisoner: I killed someone.

Public x: Hiiiii, Aaaah, yes it is him that killed that senhora. Yes it is him. 

Prisoner: I was going out to drink and when I arrived where there were drinks 
sold I sat down and she came and began to push me. When she pushed me 
the first time I left it like that, and when she pushed me the second time I left 
her. When she pulled my shirt I also pushed her twice and then I went home. 
After some days had passed she said that she was sick and that it was my fault 
because I pushed her. 

Commander: Who killed? 

Public x: It was him (people from the crowd point fingers at the prisoner). 

As the above extract indicates, the crowd was quite familiar with the pris-
oners. The commander accentuated familiarity and provided detailed ac-
counts of family and residence. He repeatedly told the offender, “look what 
can happen to you if you don’t behave”. By choosing familiar persons, the 
prisoners embodied the visible object of law-breakers and the “significant 
other” of the good citizen. furthermore, they constituted those who used 
to be part of the community/family/neighbourhood, but who no longer 
belonged to it. By directly drawing on familiar relations, the commander 
implicitly invoked the potential of community exclusion. The joint jokes, 
laughter, singing and slogans further enacted divisions between the unity 
of “us” (police/state/frelimo and people) and “them” (the criminals). The 
prisoners were deliberately ridiculed by the commander and through the 
subsequent laughter and hooting of the crowd. The latter were permitted 
and encouraged to ask questions of the prisoners: “why did you kill her?” 
“what did you think about?” “who is your father?” or “look at him, he 
must be crazy. He must have smoked marijuana to speak like that!” what 
made people laugh was the way in which the commander addressed the 
prisoners. He used a tone and words in local dialect that normally apply to 
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domestic animals or badly behaved children, initially shouting “Come up 
here criminal! Speak up loud so people can hear!” and sending away the 
prisoners with the words Budai Mbava! (“Get lost thief”). Budai (get lost) 
is used in the Ndau-dialect when chasing away domestic goats, dogs and 
chickens. 

Discursively likened to domestic animals and stripped of any form of 
privacy and legal protection, the prisoners became the momentary embodi-
ment of what Agamben (2000a) describes as “bare life”. As Agamben puts 
it, this is the form of life “that cannot be included in the whole of which 
it is a part as well as what cannot belong to the whole in which it is always 
already included” (Agamben 2000a:31). The distinctions drawn between 
the prisoners and the good community citizens did not, however, become 
purely a question of law, the legal versus the illegal, criminals versus non-
criminals. while articulating the law, the categories of crime/criminals 
were consistently and implicitly and explicitly politicised along party po-
litical lines. 

politicisation of crime – criminalisation of  
political opposition
At the crime-combating meetings, the convergence of political and crimi-
nal identities and categories came to light in diverse implicit and explicit 
ways. As a point of departure, the convergence of political and criminal 
identities had a spatial dimension: the meeting sites were chosen by the 
chief of police against their classification as what he termed zones “with a 
lot of confusion” and “where people do not know what is crime and not”. 
Significantly, he would refer to these areas as “war zones” that had been 
kept in isolation from the state and hence embodied a particular security 
threat. it is therefore not a coincidence that the meetings were overwhelm-
ing held in remote zones in or around the mountains where renamo was 
known to be particularly strong. The meetings in themselves marked out 
renamo strongholds as in need of extra educational effort. 

Such “education” was inherently a matter of producing political iden-
tification. This became apparent in the continuous association of law, state 
and frelimo in speeches, in representations and in the organisation of the 
events. The presence of the frelimo secretary (and the absence of any re-
namo representative), sitting between the commander and the state ad-
ministrative head, was the visible enactment of the ruling party’s merger 
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with the forces of the state, the police and the law.6 This link was directly 
articulated in the speech of the frelimo secretary at the end of the meet-
ings. Here the crowd was shown pictures of and told to vote for the frelimo 
presidential candidate, A.E. Guebueza: “if we want to preserve the law 
then we should choose Guebueza and the maize and the drum [the party 
symbols of frelimo].” 

The repeated shouting of the Viva (long live) and Abaixa (down with) 
slogans underscored and consistently replayed the link between frelimo 
and the law. repeated at intervals, the slogans formed chains of equiva-
lence (laclau and Mouffe 1985) that separated the bad (Abaixa) from the 
good (Viva). The “good” was linked to alliances with the ruling party: i.e., 
Viva! – frelimo, república de Moçambique, unity, community of X, de-
velopment, vigilance and security on the one hand. on the other, the “bad” 
(invoked through Abaixa) was linked to Mbava (thief in local dialect), Ban-
ditos/Criminosos, faqueamento (knife stabbing), Surumáticos (people who 
smoke marijuana), Matadores (murders), and “those who insult the state 
administrator”. These slogans are reproductions of frelimo war rhetoric, 
which depicted renamo, now the opposition party, as the embodiment of 
confusion, incivility and destruction, and frelimo as identical with civility, 
law and development (Alexander 1997). Through the war optic, the cat-
egory of crime becomes, following parnell, “fungible with other categories 
that are products of conflicts in which differences have been essentialized” 
(parnell 2003:21). Such essentialised differences – renamo (confusion and 
destruction) vs. frelimo-State (law and development) – conversely under-
score a criminalisation of a particular set of social relations, which points 
to how “… crime can be used to distribute power in a range of inter-group 
social processes with or without the invocation of law” (ibid:20). while 
the display of all prisoners was underlined by the political messages of the 
meetings, there were also several cases where the association between law/
frelimo and crime/renamo was made fully explicit. 

At a meeting in mid-August 2004, a prisoner who had killed a neigh-
bour self-consciously entered the stage shouting “Viva frelimo!” The com-
mander ridiculed him, shouting, “This one must be maluco [crazy] … he 
sounds like he has smoked a lot of marijuana, because a person that does 
not smoke could never do this. Abaixa criminoso! Abaixa Indisciplina!” The 
crowd (many of whom did in fact vote for renamo during the last elec-

6. this link is not a phenomenon confined to political campaigning in the rural 
areas, but is replicated at larger public meetings and in the speeches of frelimo 
national politicians and in media debates. 
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tions), at first regarded the courage of the prisoner with amazement, but 
then burst into uneasy laughter at the words of the commander. The pris-
oner was from this point on constantly ridiculed as he attempted to explain 
his reasons for committing the crime. The commander was exceptionally 
focused on disclosing all his personal data, in the end referring to him as an 
“example of the bad that has still not been eliminated from the war”, and 
that “it is good that he has now been removed from the community”. Argu-
ably, ridiculing this prisoner related to his attempt to fit into or be included 
in the unidade. He was consequently punished for breaking the semantic 
divisions between good and bad, which were produced along party politi-
cal lines. A criminal could simply not be a frelimo supporter. 

At the meetings in Dombe, it was not uncommon to bring forward a 
prisoner who had committed insults against the government and neither 
was it uncommon for these prisoners to be the ones treated particularly 
inhumanely by the commander. in one particular case in Chinda chief-
taincy, the legal protection of the prisoner, an alleged supporter of renamo, 
seemed to have been compromised entirely. unlike other prisoners, he had 
not been brought from the district prison but had been taken from the 
Dombe short-term prison, where he had spent a night. He was accused 
of having insulted the district administrator. At the time of the meeting 
he had not faced formal charges, nor was he allowed to defend himself. 
The commander gave his name, family and residential background (which  
everyone already knew) and explained the version of the story given to him 
by the Dombe police. when the prisoner was allowed to speak at the end of 
the meeting, the commander prefaced his version by insisting, “He is crazy. 
A crazy man can speak yes, but it is all lies.” The commander explained his 
incarceration in party political terms: 

Last week we were working in Dombe [the administrator and the command-
er]. The Administrator on that day explained how one must vote, just like 
the Frelimo Secretary explains today. He [the prisoner] was not there, but his 
wife was. We made an example at the meeting – saying that last month the 
Executive Council was arresting bicycles [at a meeting of Renamo in July 2004 
where all bicycles of the participants had been taken by the administration 
on the official grounds that taxes for them had not been paid]. Hereafter the 
Renamo Deputy came to Dombe and when he came he saw that the bicycles 
had been taken. He said bad things about the Dombe administration and took 
all the bicycles and then went away. Now the Administrator said at the meet-
ing [last week] that this is bad. When the meeting ended the wife of him [the 
prisoner] went home and told him the example and then he began to insult 
the Administrator. Can you insult an Administrator? [The crowd responded: 
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No!]. No, this is not permitted. If you want to defend your party, then you 
should go to the police. That is why he [the prisoner] went to prison. And this 
is not the first time he is in prison. He has just come out of there, because he 
was the one who organized the Renamo stealing of bicycles from the adminis-
tration in the first place. 

The treatment of this prisoner as always already criminal was legitimised 
in essential politicised categories. This links issues of exclusion and inclu-
sion to party political affiliations. The prisoner’s body became the public 
display of “bare life”, as the significant other of the ideal community citizen 
based upon transgressing the law, but as life suspended from the realm of 
the law as such. to underline the message conveyed, the way the prisoner 
walked and moved suggested he had been beaten severely before the meet-
ing, something he later confirmed in interviews. After the presentation of 
this prisoner, the script of the meeting revolved around celebrating unity 
between police and community, as the crowd and state representatives once 
more sang Cubatana-Cubatana. 

Conclusion
in speaking with chiefs, police officers and state officials, Dombe is said to 
be a much safer place to live than during and in the initial years after the 
war. According to the chief of police, crime levels have gone down (from 
six homicides per month to one every second month), and although there 
are still incidents of vigilantism not sanctioned by the state, more and more 
people are collaborating with the police. Yet as the chapter has shown, 
policing strategies are inseparable from acts and discourses of reordering, 
separation and exclusion. This has taken place in juridical-institutional 
terms, as well as in the form of “technologies of citizenship” (Cruikshank 
1999) that provide for the (re)inclusion of rural populations. However, at 
the same time as the technologies potentially include new citizens, they 
also provide the means to exclude those who do not fit in as a specific 
kind of community citizen appropriate to the frelimo state. As reflected in 
the field of policing, the double-edged process of recognition/inclusion and 
reordering/exclusion has been structured by a complex reclaiming of state 
sovereignty. in line with the post-war liberal democratic doctrine, this has, 
on the one hand, involved the creation of partnerships with rural residents, 
and, on the other, it has been driven by attempts to reinstate the law and 
the state’s monopoly on the use of force and define licit/illicit forms of 
conduct. 
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from a purely legal perspective, such combination can be seen as a 
way to delineate a separation between law-abiding citizens and criminals/
law-breakers as well as between hierarchies of authority. This is in no way 
peculiar to processes of state-making and modern citizenship production 
(Agamben 2000a, isin and turner 2002). what does seem to be a par-
ticular characteristic of the Dombe case is the way in which party political 
affiliations inform the categories of citizen/non-citizen and non-criminals/
criminals. At the level of concrete police practice, this is manifested in the 
extra-legal measures for combating crime and in the severe punishment 
and/or non-trial of renamo supporters. The political and the legal con-
verge, and while operating in the name of re-enforcing the law in former 
war zones, the law is suspended at crucial points in police action. while 
the politicised employment of the categories crime/criminal means that 
criminal activity is always potentially presented by the police as caused by 
war politics, it also has the effect of taking police work beyond a matter of 
purely enforcing the law: law enforcement becomes conflated with gain-
ing political allegiance. As reflected in the strategy of people’s vigilance, 
the aim of combating crime has been merged with gaining the allegiance 
of the rural population and with the boundary-making performance of 
producing specific citizen-communities. The collaboration with the police 
is presented as abiding by the law, but also as signs of relative hostility and 
allegiance to the frelimo government. At the crime-combating meetings, 
such politicised boundary-making was taken to the public stage. 

in the name of enforcing the law and the unity of people and police, the 
prisoners were staged as the visible embodiment of the “constitutive other” 
that used to, but could no longer belong to the community. This was given 
a political content in the various acts, prisoner cases and speeches that pre-
sented criminal and amoral behaviour as equivalent to political affiliation 
with the opposition party, renamo. The convergence of crime/criminals 
and political identities has the peculiar effect of suspending the law in the 
name of reinstating law and order. This “politics of policing” is equally 
manifest in the various informal police measures such as random imprison-
ment and use of force against persons who have not yet been found guilty 
of crime. This approach falls back on and is to a large extent legitimised by 
the discursive production of Dombe as a renamo created Zona de Confução 
– as a particularly risk-laden place where exceptional measures are neces-
sary to enhance the effectiveness of combating crime-cum-subversion and 
for reinstating the law. 



introduction
in current southern African affairs, there has been a noticeable link be-
tween security and development with respect to nation-building initiatives 
and development programmes. The link has often been forged by means of 
militarisation, which is a multidimensional process comprised of a dynam-
ic set of relationships between the armed forces, government and society. 
in essence, militarisation has entailed increased importance being attached 
to military ideologies, values and beliefs about development and nation-
building, and how development and nation-building programmes should 
be designed and implemented. in addition, it has included the excessive 
use of violence with respect to the management of conflicts and crises that 
occur as a result of these programmes. Militarisation has also been char-
acterised by increases in military and paramilitary spending and in the 
size of the armed forces, and to a certain extent an increase in the armed 
forces’ political role and influence in state structures. in Southern Africa 
countries, pervasive militarisation has mainly become manifest as result of 
two factors. first, in the contexts of violent insurrection or the perception 
of dire threat, ruling parties and liberation movements (who later became 
ruling parties) have adopted militaristic strategies. Second, militaristic ap-
proaches and programmes have been pursued due to the beliefs of senior 
government officials, often for historical reasons, that they are the most 
efficient and effective way of achieving nation-building. in many instances, 
militarisation is stimulated by authoritarian tendencies in the relevant po-
litical entities.

During much of the 1970s and 1980s, significant aspects of political 
life were militarised in South Africa and Namibia (which was occupied by 
South Africa at the time). influenced by the dynamics of the Cold war, key 
South African decision-makers perceived South Africa to be the target of a 
“total communist onslaught” waged on several different levels and directed 
from Moscow. for South African government officials, the implications of 
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this were that almost every issue, domestic and foreign, was potentially a 
security issue, and thus justified the involvement of the security forces in 
almost every aspect of South African and Namibian society. Hence the 
South African state’s response to the “total onslaught” needed to be com-
prehensive, coordinated and total. Consequently, an elaborate network 
of security committees called the National Security Management System 
(NSMS) was established as a shadow or clandestine administration using 
development provisions to further its interests. This essentially was part of 
the apartheid state- and nation-building processes, but ultimately led to the 
demise of the apartheid system due to the cost implications. 

Shortly after Malawi gained independence in 1964, the Malawi Con-
gress party (MCp), which had become the ruling party, was afflicted by a 
severe crisis due to opposition to and criticism of its leader’s (Dr. Hastings 
Banda) authoritarian approach to governance. Cabinet ministers resigned 
and sporadic insurrections took place, which were suppressed by the secu-
rity forces. president Banda subsequently initiated a militarised strategy of 
nation-building and used the MCp as the main vehicle in this regard. one 
of the hallmarks of this approach was the creation of a youth militia known 
as the Malawi Young pioneers (MYp) to be “an army for development” 
that would target “the new war on poverty, ignorance and disease” (Gov-
ernment of Malawi 1972). MYp training bases were established in 1965 
with the support of the israeli government and offered recruits an educa-
tional programme that had a strong emphasis on political indoctrination. 
Military-style training and drills were also adopted. Approximately 2,000 
youths (mainly males) were recruited annually. However, the majority of 
the recruits were school dropouts whose employment opportunities were 
extremely limited (Charman 1999). within a short time, the MYp became 
an official paramilitary force loyal only to the ruling party. it was responsi-
ble for the intimidation and harassment of suspected critics and opponents 
of the MCp, as well as numerous human rights abuses.

recent instances of the militarisation of development and nation-build-
ing in southern Africa have not been as severe as the South African NSMS 
approach, but many of their implications may have significant negative 
long-term consequences for democratic consolidation and socioeconomic 
development. This trend has been apparent in three distinct areas. 

first, militaristic and security-oriented approaches have been employed 
with respect to the design and implementation of a significant number of 
development and nation-building programmes. for example, in 1997, 
Botswana’s military became involved in the “Bana Ba Rona” project (“our 
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Children” project) by providing skills training to street children in areas 
such as carpentry, mechanics and agriculture. The aim of the project was 
“to arouse their interest in these professions and to instil a sense of dis-
cipline in the children” (Ditirwa 2004:23). in Zimbabwe, a government 
youth development programme was initiated in 2001 for unemployed 
young people. Government announced that recruits would be trained in 
agriculture, carpentry and bricklaying. However, the training was highly 
militaristic, and after a short period it became clear that the objective of 
this programme was to establish a youth militia loyal to the ruling party. 
This youth militia has been implicated in the intimidation of supporters of 
opposition political parties and in human rights abuses (Catholic Commis-
sion for Justice and peace 2004:310–11). 

Second, the mandates of security forces have been expanded to include 
a specific development and nation-building agenda. for example, Mo-
zambique’s Defence Act states that the military is required “to maintain 
the independence and territorial integrity of the state, and to contribute 
to the promotion of peace and national unity”. Consequently, it has been 
suggested that the Mozambican military assist with the construction and 
reconstruction of Mozambique’s physical infrastructure and assist with dis-
aster relief, which will “contribute to combating both a spirit and an image 
of uselessness” (Borges Coelho and Macaringue 2004:50–8). in a number 
of southern African countries, such as Zambia, South Africa and Namibia, 
defence legislation makes provision for the armed forces to respond to in-
ternal disorder, crime and terrorism.�

Third, there has been the direct involvement of the security forces in 
development-related and nation-building projects. for example, between 
1996 and 1997, following an epidemic of Contagious Bovine pleura pneu-
monia, a lung disease in cattle, the Botswana Defence force (BDf) was 
deployed to control the movement of cattle and separate infected animals 
from healthy ones (Ditirwa 2004:23). in South Africa, the South African 
National Defence force (SANDf) has regularly provided security assist-
ance and logistical support during national elections. As Swaziland has one 
of the highest recorded HiV infection rates in southern Africa, government 
has pursued a series of strategies to combat this pandemic, such as a dress 
code for women. in 2002, the military was ordered to ensure that this dress 
code was enforced (Army Times, 15 July 2002).

1. See the following pieces of legislation: South African Defence Act (2002); the Na-
mibian Defence Amendment Act (2002) and the Zambian Defence Act (1964), as 
amended.
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This chapter considers the link between security, development and na-
tion-state building in Namibia by focusing on how specific development 
agendas and programmes have been militarised, and seeks to explain why 
this state of affairs exists. This chapter consists of three sections. The first 
section provides an overview of South Africa’s militarisation of Namibia. 
The second section considers the militaristic and authoritarian tendencies 
within Namibia’s ruling party, the South west African people’s organisa-
tion (Swapo). The final section considers the link between development and 
security in the complex process of nation-building in post-independence 
Namibia.

South Africa’s militarisation of Namibia
Contemporary militarisation developments in Namibia2 appear to be con-
nected to the era of South African occupation of this territory and efforts to 
consolidate South African control over Namibia and its people, as well as its 
responses to armed resistance between 1960 and 1989. This period saw the 
South African police and military pitted against Swapo, the vanguard of 
the Namibian liberation movement. in 1975, Angola became independent 
and a Marxist government was installed that was hostile to South Africa 
and its occupation of Namibia. South Africa subsequently launched a series 
of military operations into Angola which lasted from 1975 until 1988.

Between 1972 and 1989, virtually the entire northern segment of Na-
mibia was placed under a state of emergency, which included the imposi-
tion of a “dusk to dawn” curfew. By the mid-1980s, over 100,000 troops 
under South African command were deployed in Namibia; approximately 
80 per cent of the population were living under martial law; close to 50 
per cent of the population were being directly governed by the South Af-
rican Defence force (SADf); and all infrastructural developments in the 
north, including the construction of roads, were determined on the basis 
of military necessity (Seegers 1996:222). Military bases often became the 
centre of economic activity in many military-occupied communities. Con-
sequently, much of the economy of north became highly dependent on the 
presence of the SADf and associated military institutions. By 1988, in ex-
cess of 400,000 people had become reliant on the military for employment, 
income and security (du pisani 1988:9). According to tapscott (1995:159), 
many local traders “expanded their businesses into multi-million rand ven-
tures and emerged from the war as full-blooded capitalists”. 

2. Namibia was known as South west Africa whilst under South African control.
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The SADf, in collaboration with Namibian surrogate forces imple-
mented a comprehensive counter-insurgency programme against Swapo 
in the north. The aim of this programme was to significantly reduce the 
support (such as food, shelter, transport and protection) that Namibian 
residents were providing to Swapo insurgents. in this regard, the SADf 
introduced socioeconomic programmes and deployed teachers, medical 
personnel and agricultural specialists in northern Namibia in an attempt 
to “win the hearts and minds” of Namibians and generate some legitimacy 
for the SADf presence in the area, but also to gather intelligence (Evans 
and philips 1988:118, Grundy 1988:61). in the kavango region, schools 
were built, boreholes were sunk and roads were built by soldiers. According 
to Col. Dion ferreira, a senior SADf military officer, the objective of this 
approach was to “prove to the rural kavangos that we had more to offer 
them than SwApo”. The SADf also sought to discredit Swapo through 
propaganda and smear campaigns using print, radio and television media 
(Herbstein and Evenson 1989:112).

However, the efforts to “win” the support of Namibians in the north 
were largely undermined by violent counter-insurgency programmes. Com-
munities in the ovambo and kavango regions were forcibly removed from 
their land to create a buffer zone in the Angola border regions. This had the 
effect of disrupting agriculture in these areas and seriously impoverishing 
the affected communities (weaver 1989:90–102). As the war intensified, the 
security forces became more reliant on terror tactics to control Namibians 
in the north (Seegers 1996:227). indigenous “cultural” groups were created 
by the South African security forces, such as Etango (in ovamboland) and 
Ezuva (in kavango), “to motivate the owambo people to resist SwApo 
and any form of communist infiltration”. However, in essence they acted 
like vigilante groups (Herbstein and Evenson 1989:113–15). Democratic 
community-based organisations were discouraged from being established. 
Consequently, traditional authority structures and churches, which were 
hierarchical in nature, became the other dominant political force in the 
north (tapscott 1995:160).

Money from the South African security forces was used to support ar-
tificially created political parties, such as the Democratic turhalle Alliance 
(DtA), which was an attempt to create a South Africa-friendly alternative 
to Swapo (Saul and leys 1995:199). The SADf was also effective in devel-
oping networks of informers in the north (Seegers 1996:186), and SADf 
spies were able to infiltrate Swapo and its allies. Hence, mistrust and para-
noia pervaded these organisations.
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The Namibian state under South African occupation became highly 
militarised from the late-1970s, as the state machinery became geared to 
support the South African war effort and the SADf’s occupation of the 
north. This development was also affected by the introduction of the South 
African NSMS in Namibia (Selfe 1989:153). white Namibian males over 
the age of 18 were conscripted into the military and cadet programmes were 
introduced at white schools. The objectives of the latter were to “ensure that 
white youth are able to adjust to the rigour of military life immediately on 
beginning their national service [and] create an ethos whereby white youth 
accept the military’s goals without challenge” (Evans 1989:284). Black  
Namibian males were encouraged to volunteer for military service with 
the SADf surrogate forces being created. private sector companies (espe-
cially in the mining sector) either actively supported the South African 
war effort or remained quietly complicit, as they were generating extensive 
wealth in Namibia. for example, from the 1940s, an alliance of South 
African-owned companies, supported and protected by the South African 
government, established the fish processing industry in walvis Bay (tap-
scott 1995:156).

Consequently, in 1990 when Namibia became independent, Swapo 
(which had been elected as the ruling party) was faced with the challenge of 
transforming a militarised state and society in Namibia. There were major 
obstacles in this regard. for example, Article 141(i) of the Namibian con-
stitution guaranteed the job security of civil servants who had worked for 
the South African occupation administration (du pisani 1994:201). Hence, 
this transformation was achieved with mixed results. Military conscrip-
tion was abolished, despite Swapo’s desire to maintain it for nation-build-
ing reasons. in its election manifesto, Swapo wanted an armed force that 
would be based on national conscription in terms of which all Namibians 
of between age 17 and 45 would undergo military service for at least two 
years. The conscription issue was derived from Swapo’s romanticised belief 
that all Namibians (both male and female) should make a contribution to 
the building of the nation. However, the political realities directly follow-
ing independence, as well as funding constraints, prevented Swapo from 
realising this vision.

Many government departments were demilitarised, but the police and 
the prison services still appear to subscribe to military values and a milita-
ristic ethos. A clear indication of this was the creation of the Special field 
force (Sff), a paramilitary force that had some of the hallmarks of Koevoet 
(Crowbar), the notorious police counter-insurgency organisation that oper-



FRoM InequALITy To InSeCuRITy?

158

ated in northern Namibia in the latter part of South Africa’s occupation. 
The legacy of SADf informers and spies still haunts Namibia to date, as 
accusations of spying for the SADf were regularly employed by Swapo and 
powerful individuals to discredit critical voices and undermine political 
rivals after 1990.� 

Swapo’s inheritance of the machinery and institutional memory of a 
militarised state from South Africa (which it has struggled to transform) is 
one of the central factors that has contributed to the militarisation of post-
independence development and nation-building projects. However, there 
are other factors that have contributed to this state of affairs, namely the 
militaristic traditions that emerged during the liberation struggle, and the 
current authoritarian tendencies that pervade the party. These two factors 
are considered below.

The militaristic tradition within SwApo
The nature of Swapo’s armed struggle

Between 1960 and 1989, Swapo pursued a three-pronged strategy of inter-
national diplomacy, domestic resistance and protest and insurgent military 
action against South Africa. in response, South Africa militarised its gov-
ernance of Namibia (particularly in the northern regions), created a sur-
rogate military force, the South west African territorial force (SwAtf), 
implemented a comprehensive counter-insurgency strategy and launched a 
diplomatic counter-offensive against Swapo. By 1988, with neither party 
able to achieve a significant military advantage and the Cold war drawing 
to a close, the conflict over Namibia’s independence was brought to end 
through a ceasefire and negotiated settlement.

from 1960 to 1974, Swapo’s primary strategy in response to the South 
African occupation of Namibia was to petition and lobby international 
organisations, such as the uN. This strategy was relatively successful in 
contributing to South Africa’s international isolation, but it did not direct-
ly contribute to Swapo’s goal of national liberation and independence for  
Namibia. Swapo was not banned by the South African authorities within 
Namibia. However, the repressive actions of the security forces prevented 
any significant coherent and sustained resistance (other than strike action 

3. for example, following the launching of the Congress of Democrats (CoD), its 
leader, Ben ulenger (former Swapo member and former Namibian High Com-
missioner to the united kingdom) was accused by Swapo media of being a South 
African spy during the liberation struggle.
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and election boycotts) to South African rule from developing inside Na-
mibia during the entire period of liberation struggle. in tanzania, Swapo 
created the South west African liberation Army (SwAlA) to be the vehi-
cle of armed struggle, which was declared in 1966. As the liberation strug-
gle became increasingly protracted, greater emphasis was placed on mili-
tary strategies and action.

in August 1966, the first armed confrontation between Swapo and the 
South African security forces took place following the creation by Swapo 
guerrillas of a training and recruitment camp at omgulumbashe (which 
was between the village of okayoko and the finnish mission settlement at 
okwaludhi). two guerrillas were killed and nine were captured, together 
with the 40 recruits. following this incident, there were further guerrilla 
attacks in central ovamboland against pro-South African chiefs and some 
white farmers near Grootfontein. An escalation of these actions, however, 
was prevented when the South African police (SAp) sealed off Swapo in-
filtration routes through Angola and kavango and Swapo had insufficient 
access to arms. in 1973, Swapo’s armed wing was reorganised and renamed 
the people’s liberation Army of Namibia (plAN).

At its inception, Swapo’s armed wing was based on the classical Maoist 
guerrilla model, which meant that the armed wing would be unconven-
tional in character, with its military objective being attrition rather than 
conquest. However, as Swapo became increasing reliant on Soviet patron-
age, the armed wing’s character and outlook changed, becoming more con-
ventional in nature and with the idea of military victory over the SADf 
being seriously considered.

in 1975, Angola gained its independence from portugal, which resulted 
in Swapo being granted permission to use Angola as a base for its military 
actions. By 1978, plAN began operating in units of 80–100 guerrillas 
(Brown 1995:24–9). At this time, the SADf estimated that there were a to-
tal of 462 contacts between security personnel and plAN in the Namibian 
operational area. This was to increase to 1,175 contacts in 1980 (Seegers 
1996:230). The SADf also reported that, at any given time, approximately 
300 insurgents were in Namibia, with some 2,000 grouped in Angola for 
deployment into ovamboland, and another 1,400 in Zambia ready to tar-
get the Caprivi region (Steenkamp 1989:70–1). 

By 1980, plAN’s operational structure started to change, mainly due 
to the regular incorporation of plAN combatants’ into units of the An-
golan armed forces and the almost total reliance on Soviet financial and 
material support. A force of mobile guerrilla units became an army of semi-
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regular troops who made use of use of trenches, bunkers and outposts. 
plAN began to adopt more conventional military structures and tactics. 
it started to develop mechanised brigades, which were used to protect both 
military and refugee bases in Angola and transport troops and supplies. 
Consequently, Swapo’s leadership became increasing convinced that mili-
tary action could ultimately bring about Namibia’s liberation from South 
African rule. from 1982, plAN’s military advantage began to recede due 
to an increased SADf presence in the operational area and an increase 
in strikes on plAN bases by the South African Air force (SAAf) (Jaster 
1990:12, Seegers 1996:230). However, despite these setbacks, the desirabil-
ity of military action in the eyes of the Swapo leadership did not appear to 
diminish. This was mainly the result of authoritarian tendencies that had 
emerged within the liberation movement, with leadership becoming intol-
erant of most forms of criticism and alternative viewpoints.

Crises and leadership challenges

in the latter part of the 1960s, a group of seven Swapo cadres who had 
received military training in China returned to Swapo’s military head-
quarters in tanzania. This group criticised the Swapo leadership’s under-
standing of military strategy and tactics and perceived the state of military 
inactivity and lack of weapons to be signs of mismanagement and corrup-
tion. in essence, this was direct challenge to the Swapo leadership, who 
feared that these “China-men” could foment internal dissent or even a coup 
d’état. Consequently, the Swapo leadership arranged for the “China-men” 
to be arrested and imprisoned by the tanzanian authorities (Saul and leys 
1995:44).

in the mid-1970s, a serious crisis beset Swapo, brought about by ten-
sions between the Swapo Youth league and many of the plAN rank-and-
file on one side, and the Swapo executive on the other, over issues of gov-
ernance and military strategy. towards the end of 1975, the Youth league 
began to demand more effective democratic governance from the executive, 
and insisted that a Swapo congress be held (katjavivi 1988:106). However, 
these demands were ignored, and consequently in January 1976 the Youth 
league declared that the Swapo executive was unconstitutional and invited 
them to resign (leys and Saul 1994:130–3).

At the same time, plAN cadres, including senior military officers, be-
came increasingly dissatisfied with the Swapo executive and expressed a 
lack of confidence in the political leadership’s ability to direct the liberation 
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struggle, as there was relative inactivity on the military front. in addition, 
any overly critical individual was arrested (Cliffe 1994:22, leys and Saul 
1994:133). The grievances of plAN were not effectively addressed, and as 
a result a group of several hundred cadres known as the “anti-corruption 
fighters” began to campaign against perceived financial mismanagement in 
Swapo. They called for an organisational overhaul of plAN and the hold-
ing of a party congress. in early 1976, the anti-corruption fighters seized 
control of the central base and a few other satellite camps in Zambia. The 
Zambian government, at the request of the Swapo leadership and fearing 
that this unrest could spill-over, sent in several battalions of the Zambian 
army. The plAN dissidents were forced to surrender and were then arrest-
ed (leys and Saul 1994:137–8). At the same time, Sam Nujoma, Swapo’s 
paramount leader, and other senior leaders convinced the Zambian author-
ities to arrest the Youth league dissidents and their sympathisers. with 
the crisis brought to an end, Nujoma announced in a press statement that 
“the agents of the South African region and imperialists have been routed 
out of our movement and the Central Committee carried out a systematic 
purge of all traitors” (Windhoek Advertiser, 3 August 1976).

from 1981 onwards, Swapo began to suffer major military setbacks 
which led to low morale among many of the plAN cadres. The Swapo 
leadership blamed this state of affairs on South African spies within Swapo. 
This provided the rationale for the establishment of a Swapo military secu-
rity organisation in 1981, which had extensive powers and was answerable 
only to the Swapo president. This security organisation consisted of 250 
personnel, the majority of whom had received security training in the Sovi-
et union and East Germany. its sole aim was to identify potential spies, ar-
rest and interrogate them and detain those suspected of espionage. it could 
even recall Swapo cadres who were studying abroad to lubango, Angola for 
questioning. This agency rapidly became an institution of organised terror 
that embarked on a seemingly irrational witch-hunt.

Those accused of being spies were imprisoned in covered pits, where 
they had to endure harsh conditions, including poor food and sanitation 
as well as inadequate medical care. An unknown number died as a result. 
with many Swapo members being arrested on a regular and random basis, 
and in the absence of accurate information, intense paranoia began to take 
root within the movement. By the late-1980s, the situation had become 
critical. Almost 1,000 Swapo members had been arrested and taken to lu-
bango. Nujoma’s wife was interrogated in 1988, and his brother-in-law, 
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Aaron Muchimba, a central committee member, was arrested the following 
year (Saul and leys 1995:56–7). 

in 1988, a diplomatic agreement was reached that sought to end the 
Angolan civil war, while simultaneously paving the way for South Africa’s 
withdrawal from Namibia and securing Namibia’s independence. Swapo 
was only a secondary party to this agreement, which had been signed by 
the governments of South Africa, Angola and Cuba (the main protagonists 
in the Angolan civil war), as well as the united States. However, the peace 
agreement was almost scuppered on 1 April 1989, the eve of its implementa-
tion, when Swapo launched its largest armed incursion into South African-
occupied territory.� The militaristic faction within Swapo had grown very 
powerful, especially under the patronage of the Angolan government and 
its military. According to a senior Swapo member, Theo-Ben Gurirab, there 
were many elements within Swapo that disagreed with the peace process 
and Swapo developed a “split personality” (weiland and Braham 1994:79). 
for the militaristic faction, remembering plAN’s heyday of the late 1970s, 
a major military victory against the SADf would give significant weight 
to the argument that Namibians had been liberated by Swapo, and not the 
whims of superpowers.�

in an effort to defuse the crisis, senior officials from Angola, Cuba and 
South Africa held an emergency meeting at the Mount Etjo Safari lodge 
near windhoek on 8 and 9 April. The meeting led to the formulation of the 
Mount Etjo Declaration, which called for the safe passage of Swapo fight-
ers to designated uN-mandated assembly points. from there they would 
be given a uN escort to bases above the 16th parallel in Angola, as stipu-
lated in the ceasefire agreement. All Swapo insurgents would be compelled 
to leave Namibia by 15 April, after which the settlement process would 
resume. The Swapo leadership accepted the terms of the declaration, and 
ordered its forces to stop fighting and report to the designated assembly 
points within 72 hours.

4. Approximately 1,800 plAN insurgents entered northern Namibia from Angola, 
which resulted in armed skirmishes between plAN and Koevoet. the uN special 
representative for Namibia, Martti Ahtisaari, who was responsible for overseeing the 
peace process and South Africa’s withdrawal from Namibia, had insufficient peace-
keeping personnel or capabilities to respond. Consequently, he agreed to a limited 
redeployment of the SADf to support Koevoet (weiland and Braham 1994:81).

5. in his autobiography, Nujoma erroneously states that “our plAN combatants were 
effective and permanently fighting in all the regions inside Namibia at all times” 
(Nujoma 2001:271, 389).
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Thus, on the eve of democratic elections and independence, Swapo, 
which was set to become the dominant political player in Namibia, was an 
organisation that was largely authoritarian in nature. This authoritarianism 
had developed paranoid characteristics and had a penchant for militarism. 
in the absence of countervailing forces either inside or outside Swapo, this 
type of authoritarianism has persisted in post-independence Namibia.

A culture of intolerance in post-independence namibia

Namibia achieved independence from South Africa in 1990, with the result 
that all South African military and administration personnel were with-
drawn. following the process of drafting a constitution, democratic elec-
tions were held in which Swapo received the majority of votes. over the past 
15 years, there have been concerted efforts by government, opposition par-
ties and civil society groups to consolidate the fledgling democratic struc-
tures, processes and culture that were established at independence. How-
ever, despite these developments, Swapo, which currently has 76 per cent of 
the popular vote, has consistently displayed intolerance towards critics and 
criticism of the manner in which it governs.

Despite the constitution-making process in Namibia in 1989 that gave 
birth to a Namibian democracy in the sense of formal structures and proc-
esses, Swapo remained hierarchical and autocratic at independence. The 
reason for this was threefold. first, the exile leadership retained the reins 
of power in the organisation following Swapo’s conversion from a liberation 
movement to a political party. in addition, many senior Swapo members, 
particularly president Sam Nujoma, had achieved a high degree of moral 
prestige in Namibia, with many party members seeing them as their lib-
erators. Second, the “spy drama” of the 1980s had resulted in the purge 
of many intellectuals and democratically minded people and groups from 
within Swapo. Also, Swapo structures within Namibia had faced severe har-
assment by the South African security forces during the 1970s and 1980s. 
They had also been starved of funds, which meant that there were very 
few democratically oriented leaders inside Namibia who could balance out 
the autocratic exile leadership (Saul and leys 1995:198). As a result, there 
had been ineffective pressure from Swapo’s rank-and-file to bring about re-
forms in terms of greater transparency, accountability and representative-
ness within the organisation after 1989. Third, Swapo had been declared 
the “sole and authentic representative of the Namibian people” by the uN 
during the liberation struggle. This, coupled with Swapo’s decisive victory 



FRoM InequALITy To InSeCuRITy?

164

(57 per cent of the popular vote) in the first national election, meant that it 
did not have any major electoral rivals to force it to look inward and bring 
about drastic changes in order to make it more attractive.

over the next ten years, Swapo became increasingly authoritarian, can-
tankerous and intolerant of all forms of criticism both inside and outside 
the party, while at the same time consolidating its overwhelming domi-
nance in the party political sphere. Consequently, the divide between the 
party and state became blurred, and Swapo’s authoritarian culture began to 
pervade state structures and processes. in addition, those institutions that 
were established to hold the state accountable were undermined. This cre-
ated conditions that provided powerful Swapo figures, especially president 
Nujoma, with the necessary leverage to compel the state to pursue their 
personal preferences in terms of policy design and implementation. These 
personal preferences were often militaristic in nature. 

in 1994, Namibia’s second national elections were held and Swapo won 
74 per cent of the popular vote, a 17 per cent increase over the 1989 elec-
tions. Early in Swapo’s second term, a number of severe public criticisms 
were levelled at the ruling party that stood in stark contrast to the glow-
ing reviews it had received in the early 1990s: it was accused of failing to 
deliver much needed socioeconomic reforms and of tolerating the arroga-
tion of power by the newly emergent political elite. Critics argued that 
Namibia was starting to exhibit patterns that typically characterise auto-
cratic neo-colonial states elsewhere in Africa, and, in the face of ineffective 
political opposition, was drifting towards becoming a de facto one-party 
state (Saul and leys 1995:203, tapscott 1997:3, Melber 2003c:18, Melber 
2003a:134).

According to Melber (2003a:142), this overwhelming electoral support 
“encouraged the misperception that the state is the property of govern-
ment”. The Swapo leadership started to perceive themselves as being un-
touchable, and in 1998 the Namibian constitution was amended (after be-
ing endorsed by both houses of parliament) to allow Sam Nujoma to stand 
for a third term as president. The third term issue had previously been mus-
cled through a special Swapo congress. This was almost immediately fol-
lowed by Nujoma’s unilateral decision to deploy Namibian Defence force 
(NDf) troops in the DrC. following the 1999 elections, Swapo increased 
it popular support base to over 76 per cent of the electorate. 

The Swapo-led government took a decision to “forgive and forget” past 
human rights abuses and injustices in the interests of forging a unified na-
tion. However, the implications of this were that those who had occupied 



Militarising Politics and Development

165

important positions within Swapo during the liberation struggle period 
(and then acquired high political office), and were allegedly responsible 
for the misuse of power and for committing human rights abuses, were 
not held to account for their actions, even symbolically. in fact, there has 
been a conspiracy of denial by the Swapo leadership over the occurrence of 
human rights abuses in Swapo camps in exile. This state of affairs contrib-
uted to the consolidation of an emergent tradition of impunity within the 
Swapo circles of power. in the words of lombard (1999), “SwApo was let 
off the hook, and allowed to continue its authoritarian and uncompromis-
ing culture”.

Swapo’s antagonistic intolerance of criticism has become commonplace 
and is widely acknowledged by commentators on Namibian politics. in 
fact, many of these commentators have been defamed by the poison pens 
of Swapo propagandists and/or have been publicly harangued and even 
threatened by senior government and Swapo officials. Critics of govern-
ment and/or Swapo policies and actions tend to be defined as unpatriotic, 
racist, tribalist or imperialist. when the judiciary has made rulings in cases 
that are not favourable to government, the judiciary’s independence has 
been challenged (Melber 2003c:19). Criticism within Swapo structures has 
become taboo, and dissenters from the official line are dealt with severely. 
As a result, “the circle of political office-bearers tends to be restricted to 
those comrades who gained a reputation within and respected the display 
of personality structures in a command-and-obey system, not for their 
democratic convictions as independent-minded, autonomous individuals” 
(Melber 2003c:20).

The link between development and security in  
post-independence Namibian nation-building projects
Development planning and implementation

At independence, the Swapo-led government was faced with the enormous 
task of designing and implementing plans, structures and processes that 
would build a unified nation by addressing the injustices and imbalances 
that had been brought about over a century of colonialism, as well as place 
Namibia on a constructive development path that would contribute to sus-
tainable and equitable socioeconomic development and growth. Namibia 
had also been burdened with massive financial debt, which had been in-
curred by the South African administration and also arose from an inco-
herent economy and poor social service provision (du pisani 1994:200). The 
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foundation stone of this development approach was true-blue Capitalism, 
and the racial and class imbalances of the economy were to be addressed 
through conservative policies (Saul and leys 1995:196–7). The private sec-
tor was seen to be the central actor in promoting economic growth and 
creating an enticing environment for foreign investment. This represented 
a dramatic departure from the socialist orientation of Swapo during the 
liberation struggle (Dobell 1995b:171).

The Namibian government sought to centralise planning through the 
establishment of the National planning Commission (NpC), which was 
tasked with formulating the first national development plan. This was 
done to achieve greater efficiency of resource mobilisation and allocation 
(1995:42). According to the foreword in the National Development plan 
(1995:vii–viii), which was written by Namibian president Sam Nujoma, 
the ultimate rationale of the plan was to:

… cement the foundation for building a truly democratic, transparent and 
vibrant economy in which all Namibians will be both participants and benefi-
ciaries … [and] the underdevelopment and dual nature of the economy must 
be overhauled completely and not just reformed.

 The process of planning appeared to have been based on sound and ra-
tional principles of consultation, transparency and consensus. However, 
the implementation of the plan proved to be ineffective and the desired 
growth rates were not achieved. in fact, in the Second National Develop-
ment plan (2001:41), the NpC admitted this. Apart from the structural ob-
stacles that stood in the path of implementing the development plan, there 
was a lack of necessary administrative expertise within the NpC (du pisani 
1994:216). in addition, the NpC was negatively affected by debilitating 
internal politics, an ineffective management approach and institutional 
rivalries with the finance ministry (Melber 2000a:146–7). According to 
the medium term review of the national development plan, the implemen-
tation of the plan was stymied by “inadequate adherence to some of the 
fundamental principles of planning and plan implementation; poor co-or-
dination and co-operation among institutions responsible for planning and 
plan implementation; inadequate implementation of Cabinet decisions; 
and inadequate financial resources” (quoted in Melber 2000a:148). 

Given the pressing socioeconomic needs of the majority of Namibians 
and the ineffective implementation of development plans, the Namibian 
government began to adopt a more “quick-fix”, hierarchical approach in 
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this regard: development projects have become militarised with the armed 
forces being employed as vanguard players in nation-building initiatives.

The developmentalisation of security preoccupations  
and nation- and state-building

The NDf was established by the Defence Amendment Act (Act 20 of 1990) 
amending the South African Defence Act (44 of 1957), in order to “defend 
the territory and national interests of Namibia”. During the period of po-
litical transition, it was decided that the integration of plAN and SwAtf 
forces into the NDf would take place on the basis of parity. This agree-
ment was realised at the top echelons of the military structure, with two of 
the four heads of directorates at the ministry of defence coming from the 
plAN camp and two from the former SwAtf forces. The commanding 
officer of the 1st infantry Battalion was a former plAN commander, and 
the second in command was a former SwAtf captain (Nathan 1990:9). 
Du pisani (2004:82) eloquently summarises the significance of the manner 
in which the NDf was created:

Symbolically, [the NDF’s] founding legitimised the politics of national recon-
ciliation and nation-building. It was within the NDF that former adversaries 
were able to interact peacefully as Namibians, citizens of the new state. In 
addition to its important symbolic role, the NDF also provided the state with 
coercive capacity, which in turn helped the newly-elected government to con-
solidate power.

The selection of personnel for the NDf was based on both theoretical and 
practical examination methods. This proved to be a major barrier to entry 
for many illiterate former plAN insurgents. it seemed as though only those 
who had been given the opportunity to study and train abroad achieved at-
tractive appointments in the NDf or elsewhere in government. This led 
to a growing sense of resentment among many ex-combatants (preston 
1997:457). 

After 1990, the parity agreement was set aside. The ministry of defence 
adopted an unofficial policy of limiting the numbers of former SwAtf 
members in the NDf to 10 per cent. By 1993, the only NDf commander 
with a SwAtf background was the director of the military school (pres-
ton 1997:459–60). By the end of 1994, approximately 80 per cent of the 
6,500-strong NDf were former plAN cadres. The remaining NDf mem-
bers were either new recruits or former SwAtf, whose expertise and pro-
fessionalism was valued (Colletta et al. 1996:149).



FRoM InequALITy To InSeCuRITy?

168

Neither the international community nor the new Namibian govern-
ment envisaged that any assistance would be necessary for ex-combatants 
who had not been included in the new NDf to become civilians. it was 
naively assumed that civilian and military returnees, and demobilised 
SwAtf personnel, would be reintegrated into civilian life on their own 
accord.� Consequently, many former combatants from both the plAN 
and SwAtf camps began to express their grievances through a number 
of demonstrations. The government, realising the potential security haz-
ard that a significant group of unemployed and dissatisfied individuals 
with military training represented, responded by devising a cash payment 
scheme, designing vocational training programmes in the form of develop-
ment brigades and including ex-combatants in the general refugee resettle-
ment programme (Colletta et al. 1996:129). 

The Namibian Development Brigade drew its inspiration from the 
highly successful Botswana Youth Brigades and the skills training centres 
that were created for ex-combatants in Zimbabwe in the early 1980s. The 
aim of the Namibian Development Brigade was to provide training for, 
among others, unskilled former combatants, in agricultural production 
and construction. in 1993, the Development Brigade was converted into 
a parastatal, the Development Brigade Corporation, which branched out 
into the realm of small business development but has had limited success, 
and has been embroiled in scandals involving financial mismanagement 
and corruption.

However, these efforts had only limited success in addressing the griev-
ances, and by the late-1990s many of the former rank-and-file combatants 
who had not been incorporated into the NDf remained unemployed. Be-
tween 1997 and 1998, there were at least two significant protests by former 
combatants. Dissatisfied former plAN combatants staged a sit-in in the 
parliamentary gardens, while former Koevoet members protested the lack 
of equity in the distribution of war veterans’ benefits and threatened to 
destabilise the country if their demands were not met.

As a reaction to the ex-combatant crisis, the Special field force (Sff) 
was established in 1996. The Sff is a paramilitary entity, which is located 
within the department of home affairs, and is structurally part of the Na-
mibian police (Nampol). it is currently comprised of six divisions and is 
staffed by approximately 7,000 personnel. institutionally it was born out 
of the special operations division within the department of police and pris-

6. only disabled veterans and San soldiers who fought on the South African side 
received specialised assistance.
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ons, which had a staff of 509. However, since its inception it has grown 
substantially in size, driven by instances of instability in the northern and 
northwestern border areas and security concerns within State House. one 
of the main motivating factors behind its establishment was the absorption 
of several thousand unemployed former plAN members who had not been 
able to benefit from the programmes of the Development Brigade and were 
proving to be a political liability to Swapo.

Both the NDf and the Sff have been actively engaged in the area of 
development and nation-building. for example, the NDf, which currently 
comprises approximately 14,000 personnel, has engaged in de-mining, 
controlling locusts in the Caprivi region, fire-fighting and apprehending 
trawlers fishing illegally in Namibia’s territorial waters. The Sff has also 
provided assistance to civil authorities following disasters. However, both 
the NDf and the Sff are required by law to prevent and suppress “in-
ternal disorder and terrorism”, and their actions (and associated costs) in 
this regard have the potential to undermine socioeconomic initiatives in 
Namibia. The section below illustrates how the developmentalisation of 
security in post-independence Namibia has been used in a militaristic fash-
ion to respond to discontent and perceived public enemies.

in october 1998, the NDf and the Sff uncovered a small mili-
tary training camp of the Caprivi liberation Movement (ClM) in the  
Mudumu national park. The ClM had aspirations for the Caprivi Strip to 
secede from the rest of Namibia. This discovery was followed by a large-
scale deployment of the Namibian security forces in the area, during which 
numerous Caprivi residents were harassed, detained and interrogated. in 
early August 1999, members of the ClM attacked the wanella border 
post, local NDf bases, a police station, a shopping centre and offices of 
the Namibian Broadcasting Corporation in the Caprivi town of katima  
Mulilo. Street battles between the rebels and security force members en-
sued, but by that afternoon Namibian security forces had repulsed the 
rebels. A state of emergency was declared and remained in place for most of 
August, and over 100 people were arrested and detained. During this time, 
the Namibian security forces undertook intensive “mopping up” operations 
to flush out and capture ClM insurgents. Throughout this episode, mem-
bers of the security forces were implicated in human rights abuses, includ-
ing intimidation, assault, torture and murder of civilians.�

7. During an open meeting with opposition parties, then prime Minister Hage Gein-
gob, Attorney General Vekuii rukoro and Minister of Defence Erkki Nghimtina 
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The Caprivi uprisings were directly related to the marginalisation of the 
Caprivi region, which was one of the poorest in Namibia, a combination 
of its geographical location and the political affiliations of its residents. for 
example, in 1999 the united Nations Development programme estimated 
that the average life expectancy of a resident of Caprivi was 39.8 (compared 
to the national average of 52.4) and that average individual income was 
N$1,598 (compared to the national average of N$3,608). The Caprivi re-
gion had, up until the intervention of the security forces, been a stronghold 
of the DtA.

During the Caprivi operations, the security forces, in their attempts 
to capture secessionist rebels, directly contributed to the flight of approxi-
mately 2,500 Caprivi residents, many of them members of the marginalised 
kxoe (San) community, into Botswana (many have since been repatriated). 
The majority of these refugees were deprived of their livelihoods. Develop-
ment and natural resource management projects that had been initiated 
among this community were disrupted and/or terminated and tourism 
(which is one of the major income-generating activities in the area) was 
negatively affected (Daniels 2003:51).

in october 1999, the Namibian government, in an effort to counter 
unemployment among the youth, launched the National Youth Service 
Scheme under the ministry of youth and sport. it consisted of a 15-month 
training programme that would assist recruits to secure employment or set-
up their own businesses. its headquarters was established at Berg Aukas on 
the premises of a failed employment scheme for ex-combatants devised by 
the Development Brigade Corporation. it was planned that recruits would 
be able to take classes in subjects such as agriculture, aquaculture, animal 
husbandry, civic education, first aid, fire-fighting, career guidance, HiV/
AiDS awareness, computer skills and human rights. it was envisaged that 
recruits would also undertake one year of voluntary community service and 
would be eligible to receive study bursaries on completing the programme. 
According to president Nujoma, the patron of the scheme: “[The National 
Youth Service Scheme] will provide a long-term and effective means of na-
tion-building while developing the abilities of young people through serv-
ice, learning and training” (The namibian, 12 october 1999).

The recruits are required to wear NDf uniforms and undergo mili-
tary-style training, including military drills, either at bases in katutura or 
walvis Bay. At the launch of the scheme, Steve Hoveka, the deputy director 

admitted that the NDf had committed certain human rights abuses during the 
Caprivi operation (The namibian, 19 August 1999).
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for training and employment, was quoted as saying, “it’s self-discipline and 
self-esteem that we want to instil in our youth, because that [discipline] is 
the main problem” (The namibian, 8 october 1999).

However, by early 2001 a crisis had beset the scheme. in particular, 
many of the skills training and employment opportunities that had been 
promised at the outset of the programme had not materialised. in April 
2001, 52 recruits travelled to windhoek from Mariental to present their 
grievances to government. Meetings were held with officials from the min-
istry of higher education, training and employment creation, which had 
taken responsibility for the political management of the Youth Service 
Scheme (The namibian, 9 April 2001).

in mid-2002, 300 of the 400 recruits at the Grootfontein training cen-
tre staged a protest and marched 400 kilometres to State House to hand 
president Nujoma a petition claiming that they were not being provided 
with adequate skills training and were spending most of their time bush-
clearing. They were treated with disdain, accused of ill-discipline and 
threatened with dismissal by Nujoma, who ordered them to walk back 
to Grootfontein. twenty-four of the recruits were arrested for malicious 
damage to property (and were subsequently expelled from the scheme), and 
were accused by Nujoma of being “saboteurs” and “enemies of the coun-
try”. in a speech to the recruits, he threatened that  “we are not going to 
allow chaos in this country. we have the capacity to destroy you all. Don’t 
make a mistake” (The namibian, 9 September 2002; 10 September 2002; 
16 September 2002).�

in mid-2004, president Nujoma transferred the youth service to the 
ministry of defence, with the office of the president being responsible for 
its budget, so that the Youth Service Scheme could be “effectively and ef-
ficiently administered” (The namibian, 6 September 2004). in early-2005, 
a bill to regulate the youth service was tabled in the National Assembly, 
which legislated for the militarisation of this body, as well as its executive 
control. This resulted in the Congress of Democrats, an opposition political 
party, expressing concern that the youth service was becoming “akin to a 
youth militia” and that it could be used for “party political purposes” (The 
namibian, 10 March 2005).

The militarisation of development projects, as well as the use of armed 
forces and the militarisation of youth for nation-building purposes is not 
unique to Namibia. These methods have been used in varying degree in 

8. twelve of the 24 arrested were charged, but these charges were eventually 
dropped.
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many African countries, including Ghana, Malawi, South Africa and Zim-
babwe. in those instances, where these approaches have been successfully 
implemented, more coherent nations that are that are more effectively con-
trolled by central government have often been the result. However, as in the 
case of Namibia, such approaches have yielded violent results, marginalised 
communities and have damaged the more vulnerable members of society.

Conclusion
post-independence Namibia represents an unequivocal case where a firm 
linkage between security and development exists. This is evident in terms 
of the militarisation of development and nation-building projects, not only 
in the manner in which they have been conceived and designed, but also 
in the way in which they have been implemented. Most notably this has 
been the case with the state’s response to unemployment and secessionist 
tendencies. This type of militarisation has often been apparently motivated 
by the ruling party’s desire to achieve greater efficiency and effectiveness 
in government services and the exercise of state power. However, it has 
generally been intolerant and violent, and at times crude in its delivery. 
Critically, the security forces, including the military, have not played an 
overt political role in this regard. rather they have been exemplary in terms 
of their loyalty by fulfilling the instructions from their civilian masters 
without question.

This militarisation of development and nation-building has arisen due 
to the combination of Namibia’s colonial history, the dynamics of Swapo’s 
liberation struggle and the party political environment of post-independ-
ence Namibia. South Africa’s militarisation of the Namibian state and so-
ciety between the early-1970s and the late-1980s left an indelible mark on 
Namibia, particularly the northern areas, as development projects, com-
munities and state structures were militarised in an attempt to consoli-
date South African control and undermine Swapo’s legitimacy. The unique  
dynamics that shaped the growth and survival of Swapo during the lib-
eration struggle saw the emergence and solidification of an authoritarian 
culture, which was intolerant and militaristic in outlook. parallel to this 
consolidation of the authoritarian culture, paranoid tendencies began to 
emerge within Swapo (which still appear to exist today), and the leadership 
became hypersensitive to criticism, which it often interpreted as a threat 
to the survival of the organisation. Any challenge to, or criticism of the 
Swapo leadership has been dealt with severely. The main features of this 
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authoritarian culture continued to thrive following Swapo’s transformation 
from a liberation organisation into a political party, largely due to the lack 
of effective countervailing democratic forces within Swapo. Contributing 
to this state of affairs has been the lack of significant opposition political 
parties, with the result that Swapo dominates the party-political sphere in 
Namibia. one of the major implications of these developments for individ-
ual Namibians is that access to government-controlled resources and career 
advancement within government, one of the major employers in Namibia, 
are largely dependent on an individual’s loyalty to the ruling party.
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introduction
The ten-storey Manhattan Court residential building, in the inner city of 
Johannesburg, is threatened with eviction. with the assistance of the left-
ist social movement, inner City forum (iCf), the house committee has 
arranged an information meeting in the basement of the building. The 
summer rains have flooded the stairway and water is running down the 
walls in the basement where approximately 150 residents, representatives of 
the iCf and two delegates from the municipality have convened. The base-
ment echoes with excitement: rumours have it that the executive mayor of 
Johannesburg, Amos Masondo, will attend the meeting. The residents, sup-
ported by the iCf, hope to confront him with their disappointments and 
fears. Most of all they hope for a resolution of their problems – the threat 
of eviction. to the outspoken disappointment of the residents and iCf, the 
mayor never shows up.

Although the meeting addresses specific concerns of particular resi-
dents, the broader theme of the discussion is the future of the inner city of 
Johannesburg. The three actors present (the residents, the iCf and the local 
government) represent differing, often opposing views and take different 
positions in relation to the city and where it is heading. The residents, for 
their part, wish to stay in and make a living close to the resources of the in-
ner city and fear that they will be evicted. The iCf claims to serve the poor 
and marginalised people of the city and advocates the radical democracy 
it thinks has been betrayed by local government. The local government 
delegates, all claiming to represent the ANC’s political transformation, 
have assumed responsibility for what they consider to be central and indis-
pensable regeneration projects in the inner city. As part of their mandate 
to pursue this agenda, they are also politically responsible for what they 
see as unfortunate but sometimes necessary evictions. The political strug-
gles among these groups about access to the city and its resources are the 
primary concern of this chapter. i argue that in order to understand these 
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struggles, attention must be paid to the interconnected imaginaries and 
political practices of the three actors. 

Manhattan Court has been short-listed for investigation and if the local 
government inspectors decide to hand in a court application, the next step 
is eviction. The meeting in the basement is an attempt to halt the process 
that might eventually lead to eviction of the residents. The residents fear 
that an eviction will not only push them out of their flats, but also out of the 
inner city. on an everyday level, their struggle is therefore about the right 
to stay in the city. The iCf, on the other hand, sees the threat of eviction 
as evidence of the municipality’s violation of the constitutional rights of its 
citizens. finally, the local government is attempting to renew and refurbish 
the dilapidated residential areas of the inner city. This takes place through 
urban regeneration projects that link development and crime prevention in 
intricate new ways. This struggle becomes not only a struggle about who 
has the right to define the city, it becomes a struggle for survival. for the 
residents threatened by eviction it is survival in the city; for iCf it is the 
survival of the recently gained democratic rights and, as such, democracy 
itself; and for local government it is the survival of the city.

 During the meeting in the basement of Manhattan Court it became 
evident that this struggle about the city and who has the right to stay in it 
involves different perceptions of what constitutes democracy and develop-
ment. The struggle about the city becomes a struggle over whose notion 
of democracy and development turns out to be dominant. in this process, 
questions concerning citizenship are raised in which the notion of “who 
the people is” plays a pivotal role. to explore the relationship between the 
different perceptions and ideas about democracy, development and people, 
Thomas Blom Hansen’s (2001) distinction between sublime and profane 
dimensions of politics is useful. He argues that the state, which is his pri-
mary concern, is constitutively split between a profane dimension and a 
sublime dimension. The profane dimension is politics and governance in 
its everyday form. it is the “rough-and-tumble of negotiation, compromise, 
and naked self-interest displayed in local politics” (Hansen 2001:225–6). 
Contrary to this, the sublime dimension is what governance and politics 
should be. it refers to the illusions of a higher rationality and justice associ-
ated with the state as institution (Hansen 2001:226). These two dimen-
sions exist parallel to each other. one exists as everyday governance where 
buildings crumble and people are evicted. The other is the ideal of fairness, 
justice and equal opportunity. Seen through this lens, democracy, develop-
ment and citizenship are equally marked by ambiguity: all of them have a 
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profane and a sublime dimension, which are evoked in different ways and 
by varying people. 

in its sublime representation, the ANC is the party that successfully 
fought for democracy and development for all South Africans. The sublime 
ANC protects the rights of the poor and the marginalised. However, in 
everyday politics and governance, the ANC carries out evictions locally. 
Hence, there is also a profane reality to the party. Amos Masondo, the 
mayor of Johannesburg, incarnated part of the ambiguity. The residents 
waited for him to hear their grievances in the hope that he, representing 
the sublime ANC, would listen and stop the evictions. when they were left 
with civil servants from the municipality, it was, in their view, the profane 
side that they were encountering. iCf, on the other hand, did not trust the 
ANC much. in their version, the ANC in the local government had long 
ago betrayed iCf’s hopes of a true people’s democracy. 

A similar split exists in regard to the “people”. As suggested in the in-
troduction to this volume, the people as a category is split between a frag-
mented multiplicity, and a unified and sublime body – respectively de-
noted as the people (in italics) and the people (with a capital p) (Agamben 
2000b:30–1). whereas the people is inclusive and captures the political 
existence, the people is the multiplicity of oppressed and excluded bodies. if 
we apply Agamben’s distinction between people and people to the regenera-
tion projects and the struggles surrounding them, we note that the coun-
cil’s urban regeneration project operates with a people – law-abiding, tax 
paying and decent on the one hand. on the other hand, the urban poor are 
construed as the people of Johannesburg – illegal, criminal and non-paying. 
The first category has the right to stay in the city, whereas the second group 
has but limited claims to its space and opportunities. However, both iCf 
and the residents of Manhattan Court operate with alternative renditions 
of people and people, where the people are those who fought and suffered 
during the apartheid regime. Although all three actors evoke different no-
tions of people and people, all employ anti-apartheid narratives as politi-
cal technologies. As Jensen (2001) argues, narratives of the apartheid past 
are recycled in order to come to terms with and negotiate a complicated 
present. it is the struggles between people and people played out through 
constant invocations of a reconstructed past that i trace in this chapter. 

of the three actors who left the meeting dissatisfied and with bad head-
aches caused by the nitre from the soaking cement walls in the basement, i 
begin with local government followed by the iCf and the residents. i first 
explore how, and the extent to which, local government links urban re-
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newal and crime prevention. Second, i trace two forms of resistance to the 
development projects, the iCf and the residents threatened by evictions, 
and how the struggles impact on the production of urban space. Before 
getting this far, i find it necessary to give a brief introduction to the recent 
development of inner-city Johannesburg.

inner-city transition 
Some recent developments
Struggles to define urban space, determine who can access its resources 
and how it should develop are by no means new. Since the first serious 
challenges to the apartheid regime in the mid-1970s, inner-city Johannes-
burg has been at the centre of the struggles. Through the 1980s and early 
1990s the inner-city neighbourhoods gradually changed from being exclu-
sively white to becoming predominately African (Morris 1999:57, Emdon 
2003:222). parallel to this development, many financial institutions and 
businesses, which made the inner city attractive in terms of jobs, money 
and security, moved away to the northern suburbs (Bremner 2000:186–7). 
As resourceful residents moved out, poor black residents moved in and 
they now inhabit most residential buildings. The buildings have not been 
maintained for decades and are in a state of dilapidation. when the new 
government came to power, they took a serious look at the inner city. Argu-
ing along lines of development and urban regeneration, they claimed that 
the run-down buildings firstly posed a hazard to the people living there, 
and secondly, that the decaying inner city constituted a security problem 
for the city as a whole. for them, the danger is embodied in the urban poor, 
whose presence perpetuates criminality and decay. in the case of Johannes-
burg, the inner city is perceived as a threat to not only security but also to 
the development of a functioning democracy (Bremner 2000:191). for the 
wellbeing of the residents as well as for the survival of the city, local govern-
ment argued that it was compelled to act.

in recent years, several projects1 have aimed to save the inner city from 
crime and ongoing decay (Bremner 2000:191). However, the dangerous 

1. the government and the city of Johannesburg initiated the “igoli 2002” project, 
which has been followed up by the long-term plans “igoli 2010” and “igoli 2030”, 
all focusing on economic growth. the Gauteng provincial government launched 
the “Blue iQ” growth strategy supporting 10 prestigious mega-projects in and 
around Johannesburg. this strategy focuses on tourism and transport and hopes to 
attract foreign investment (see tomlinson et al. 2003:18).
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and violent urban environment poses an obstacle and a threat to the realisa-
tion of the projects. in an attempt to deal with the problems, the executive 
mayor of Johannesburg, Amos Masondo, identified inner-city regeneration, 
prevention of crime and enforcement of bylaws as the top three priorities 
for the inner city (Thale 2002). The Johannesburg Metropolitan Coun-
cil released the “igoli 2002: transformation and implementation plan” in 
1999. one of the central themes of the plan was the redistribution of utili-
ties in the city. full privatisation was discussed, but the final result was the 
privatisation of a few minor assets and the corporatisation of water, elec-
tricity and waste management (Morris 2001:102–5). This initiated a shift 
in the role of the state and its local institutions in relation to utilities: the 
state would no longer be directly involved in or responsible for delivery but 
would instead adopt a more regulatory role (Morris 2001). 

Since the racial segregation of the inner city collapsed, the face of the 
city gradually changed: from the mid-1980s the city was primarily occu-
pied by black residents. Alongside the decay and lack of maintenance of 
buildings, the city suffered financially from unpaid service bills (oelofse 
2003:93). The debts formed part of the argument for the outsourcing and 
corporatisation of utilities, and the expectations were for higher efficiency 
and better delivery. The corporatisation of city management is allegedly 
about greater efficiency, however, as Morris (2001) argues, there were also 
political reasons for the choice of outsourcing. Most politicians would, for 
example, find it against their political interests to shut down the electricity 
in a poor area, whereas a private company would not be obliged to have the 
same considerations (Morris 2001:99).

parallel to the outsourcing, local government also launched three dif-
ferent programmes: a bad buildings programme, a better buildings pro-
gramme and an unsafe buildings programme. The programmes aimed at 
dealing with the transfer of buildings to wealthier and investment-willing 
owners, maintenance and demolition (Bremner 2000:190, Thale 2002). All 
three programmes affect the residents of the buildings in question: they 
will have new owners with the possibility of facing increased rents because 
of investment costs, or they will be evicted if the building is set to be de-
molished. residents can also be evicted if they are in arrears on rents or 
services.
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politics of the city
Linking crime and urban renewal
The igoli projects, the various building programmes and the corporatisation 
of utilities have resulted in a process of evictions all over the city. in 2002, 
the city council established a task force to launch the programmes and to 
execute the evictions where they were deemed necessary. The task force is 
constituted of different law enforcement agencies and the corporatised util-
ity companies related to the municipality, especially water, electricity and 
sanitation (Thale 2002). Since the establishment of the task force, several 
buildings have been cleared and a number of buildings have been short-
listed for investigation. following the investigations, the task force hand in 
court applications for further evictions to be authorised (Thale 2002). As 
is implied in the introduction to this volume, political transitions, violence 
and crime are often linked. in this way, seeing underdevelopment as desta-
bilising, dangerous and as potentially generating violence and crime justi-
fies exclusion of the urban poor, because they pose a threat to development 
projects and hence to the future of democracy (Duffield 2001a:7).

The task force’s multi-agency composition is indicative of a renewed 
commitment to partnerships across different state and government agen-
cies. The multi-agency approach has become an increasingly important 
element and strategy in the post-apartheid government’s endeavours to re-
solve the intertwining problems of crime and development. These links 
imply linkages between urban renewal and crime prevention, in so far as 
police and water and electricity companies now work together in a special 
unit. one consequence has been that many criminal matters are resolved 
through the application of municipal bylaws. in two cases, residents were 
evicted from buildings for contravening the health, fire and town planning 
bylaws (Majola 2002). in both cases, the buildings were targeted through 
the city bylaws, but the real target was the criminal drug dealers and pros-
titutes allegedly living in the buildings (Majola 2002).

The creation of the interdepartmental task force signalled the merging 
of urban renewal and crime prevention in very real ways. The task force 
was the brainchild of inner City regional Director Yakoob Makda. He ex-
plains the rationale behind the task force: “All kinds of crime, including the 
continuous violation of city by-laws, constitute obstacles towards making 
a world-class African city of Johannesburg” (Majola 2002). in the quote, 
he contrasts the regeneration projects and the aim of creating a world-class 
city with crime. furthermore, he defines crime broadly to include violation 
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of bylaws. By defining crime in such terms, any person contravening the 
bylaws will constitute an obstacle to the regeneration of the inner city.

within the first days of its existence, the task force targeted buildings 
in the inner city neighbourhoods of Hillbrow and Joubert park. one of 
the first buildings to be chosen was Armadale place on Bree Street in the 
central part of the city. it used to be an office building for the corporate 
sector. During the general decline of the inner city, it was taken over by 
slumlords who converted it into illegal residential space for the urban poor. 
in this way, Armadale place illustrates quite well the general trend of urban 
decay that the city has set out to rectify. At the time of the evictions, the 
building housed approximately 2,000 residents and the debts for utilities 
had passed half a million rand (russouw 2002). As with other evictions, 
the Armadale eviction turned violent, not least because it was carried out 
by what have been dubbed the red Ants.

The red Ants have become a familiar sight in the Johannesburg in-
ner city, as they carry out many of the evictions. Evictions have been out-
sourced to a private security company, wozani Security. to carry out its 
dirty work, wozani Security employs the red Ants. The name “red Ants” 
refers to the red overalls the men wear and the great numbers they come 
in. As they walk in line up and down the narrow stairways and carry out 
furniture on to the street, they resemble a line of crawling ants together 
pulling a load. The red Ants are employed on a day-to-day basis to get the 
residents and their belongings out of the building in question. They are  
often homeless people from the inner-city streets or from the squatter camps 
on the outskirts of Johannesburg. They are paid between r25 and r50 per 
day. Given that they are recruited from among the poorest and most mar-
ginalised people in the city, it is no surprise that they have a reputation for 
stealing from the people they evict.

officially, wozani must send out a warning notifying the residents to 
vacate the targeted buildings. However, residents will often not receive the 
warning or will ignore it and stay on, which leads to clashes between the 
red Ants and residents desperate to safeguard their homes and belong-
ings. in the case of Stanhope Mansions, the building across the street from 
Manhattan Court, residents claim not to have received any warning ahead 
of their evictions. A large group of red Ants and wozani security people 
came on the afternoon on 26 August 2003 and asked the residents to as-
semble their belongings and leave their flats. when the residents locked 
their doors, the red Ants used crowbars to break in and carry out the 
furniture. Some residents blocked the doors but were dragged away. A 
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fight broke out between a woman and the red Ants, whom she accused of 
stealing from her. in a show of solidarity, women from Manhattan Court 
blocked the entrance to Stanhope Mansions to obstruct the red Ants’ ac-
cess to the building. other residents began to carry the furniture back into 
the building. The police were called in and they managed to clear the way 
for the eviction to take its course.

The account of the eviction of Stanhope Mansions echoes other resi-
dents’ tales of evictions in Johannesburg: “Then they came; then they broke 
the door”. residents harbour few doubts that local government is to blame 
for their misfortunes. This has led to questions being raised about the polit-
ical legitimacy of the council, as wozani Security has been associated with 
the city council. After a series of evictions involving bad publicity, a media 
spokesperson from the municipality made a public statement to distance 
the council from the practices of the red Ants: “The council utilises the 
service of wozani security … wozani is a private security provider – not a 
state agency” (The Star 2003). in a depoliticising move, the council exoner-
ated itself of blame and made the issue of eviction into one in which tech-
nical matters of urban regeneration became a question of bylaws, law and 
order and appropriate city use. Neither the residents nor the iCf bought 
the argument. They insisted, in different ways and for different reasons, 
that evictions were political and that the council must and will be held 
accountable.

inner-City forum
Slogans and mass actions
Social movements and academics from the left have critiqued local gov-
ernment’s urban renewal projects, which they see as representing increased 
privatisation and social segregation. A central point of the critique is the 
council’s notion that the inner city is allegedly lost to and infected with 
crime (Bremner 2000:191–2, tomlinson et al. 2003, iCf 2004a). These 
critics fear that the projects will only deepen some of the social, economic, 
spatial and racial gaps, and push the existing problems aside (tomlinson et 
al. 2003). Johannesburg lawyer Erica Emdon (2003) echoes these critiques 
in her analysis of the reconfigurations of citizenship and social rights after 
1994. referring to the recent developments in inner-city Johannesburg, 
she states: 
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They [the urban poor] want to stay in the city center. In the end they may be 
forced out, not by apartheid laws but by the new democratically elected local 
council that sees itself as promoting a clean, tidy, well-run city able to compete 
globally with other big cities. The council is unlikely to be very tolerant toward 
people who cannot contribute and who constitute obstacles to its vision of the 
city. (Emdon 200�:229)

in recent years, the Anti privatisation forum (Apf) has carried this analy-
sis on to the streets by protesting against privatisation in different sectors of 
South African society. Apf shares the anxiety about the future presented 
in the academic accounts of prospects for Johannesburg. Apf was founded 
in 2000 as a direct response to the igoli 2002 plan. The political language 
of Apf has a long history, dating back to the struggle against apartheid, 
and the founders of Apf are experienced political and academic actors. 
trevor Ngwane, one of the chairpersons and leading activists, is a former 
ANC member who is dissatisfied with the ANC’s alleged failure to realise 
a radical democracy. Ngwane was excluded from the ANC at an internal 
disciplinary hearing for not following the party’s political line. The forum’s 
ideas about radical democracy and social justice have earned Apf support 
from left-wing academics, who through their analysis of the post-apartheid 
city focus on the increased segregation between poverty and wealth. fur-
thermore, a sizeable section of township residents and other urban dwellers 
have joined forces with the Apf in specific campaigns in the hopes that 
the forum might change the current political course in favour of a greater 
focus on socioeconomic issues. Although there are questions about the ac-
tual strength of the movement, Apf has emerged as an influential player 
in the inner-city political scene. The Apf made particular headlines during 
the world Social Summit for Sustainable Development in Johannesburg 
in 2002, where the forum and its affiliates managed to field about 30,000 
demonstrators along the lines of other global anti-globalisation protests in 
Seattle and Genoa.2 furthermore, the forum has been particularly active 
in relation to the privatisation of water and electricity in Soweto (see lars 
Buur’s contribution to this volume). 

Apf is an umbrella organisation for a number of smaller and more 
specialised social movements. one of the affiliates, the iCf, aims to stop 
evictions in the inner city. As evictions are not a phenomenon restricted to  

2. Commentators have argued that to a large extent the Apf draws inspiration from 
the global movements. it is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss this in more 
detail.
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Johannesburg, there are similar movements in both Cape town and Dur-
ban. However, Johannesburg is the economic and industrial centre of South 
Africa and developments there therefore take on different proportions and 
seem to happen faster. Consequently, the exchange of experiences among 
the anti-eviction movements in these three major cities seems to be limited 
to a one-way flow from iCf in Johannesburg. 

in line with the Apf, the iCf advocates radical democracy and shares 
the fear that the corporatisation of utilities distances the poor citizens from 
the state. over time, the status of South Africans will change from citi-
zens to customers. An Apf spokesperson phrased his critique of increased 
corporatisation in the following terms: “Basic rights cannot be commodi-
fied” (Mail & Guardian 2003). to help realise radical democracy and social 
justice, iCf engages in outreach work in communities threatened by evic-
tion. iCf is a volunteer organisation, but two members are in charge of the 
administrative work and the planning of activities. one has a degree from 
a faculty of social science and the other a background in a law school. The 
iCf volunteers constitute a small core of activists who try to mobilise and 
motivate inner city people to support each other in the face on threatened 
evictions. iCf encourages people to act as human shields in front of build-
ings in the hope of obstructing wozani and the red Ants from carrying out 
the evictions. “Mass actions have the largest impact”, a female iCf activist 
confesses to me. According to the iCf activist Charlene, the primary tasks 
for iCf, apart from mobilising people, are to locate threatened buildings, 
advise residents about their rights and options and draw public attention to 
the case. iCf activists are more experienced in navigating the bureaucracy 
in the city departments than most inner-city residents, and are therefore 
better at accessing information about threatened buildings. 

iCf realised that an imminent eviction might threaten the residents of 
Manhattan Court when they obtained a document from the department of 
housing listing a number of inner-city buildings that were under investiga-
tion. Charlene distributed iCf flyers and offered advice and support to the 
residents. She assisted the house committee in planning the meeting in the 
basement and accompanied and represented a delegation of residents to the 
company managing Manhattan Court. The residents expressed doubts as 
to the ownership of the building and claimed that their rentals were ad-
ministered incorrectly. The department of housing subsequently explained 
that the maintenance account had been drained and the debts for utilities 
had reached large proportions. As a way of pressuring the managing com-
pany and the local government, Charlene suggested non-payment of rent 
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and utility bills as a way for the residents to gain some leverage regarding 
the threat of eviction.3 

when Charlene is not around at Manhattan Court, iCf is present 
through their flyers and posters displaying their campaigns and slogans. in 
the months leading up to the elections and the “ten years of democracy” 
celebrations in April 2004, Apf launched a “no vote” campaign. As part 
of the campaign, iCf presented its overall aims as political demands; “No 
Vote until: evictions stop. No Vote until: water and electricity cut-off stop”. 
for Apf and its associates, not voting became a way of flagging their dissat-
isfaction with the ANC and the lack of serious party political alternatives. 
However, it also represented a way of demonstrating that the ANC had 
betrayed the legacy of the anti-apartheid struggle: it was a way of fulfilling 
that legacy and promoting the promised radical democracy.

As mentioned above, the narratives of the struggle against apartheid are 
recycled in countless ways to give meaning to one’s actions or to discredit 
those of others. Narratives of and references to the anti-apartheid struggle 
and its inherent association with oppression have the quality of reducing 
an issue to a dichotomy between “good and evil” (see Buur 2001b). This 
is evident in the iCf flyers. referring to the past, they suggest that lo-
cal government is immoral and evil. under the headline, “reconstructing 
Apartheid”, one flyer reads: 

Where Apartheid regulation kept the metropolitan centre of Jo’burg for whites 
and the township reserves for black labour, the government is today engineer-
ing a city and society by targeting the poor. The move to evict tenants from 
inner city buildings is brute force used by the city bosses to bleed the centre 
and push the “dirty, unsanitary, unviable and criminal” poor black [back] to 
their labour reserves. (ICF 2004a)

presented this way, the profane dimensions of local governance seem to 
reflect a view of a split people – one that, in effect, equates the poor urban 
residents of Johannesburg with Agamben’s notion of the oppressed and 
excluded bodies of the people (Agamben 2000b:30). from an iCf stand-
point, the idea of the sublime state seems to be far off and still only an 
idea. iCf attempts to expose the rhetorical mechanisms employed by local 

3. Non-payment campaigns are by no means an iCf invention. inner-city residents 
have engaged in such campaigns against high and increasing rentals since the 
1980s, when no agency was defending the rights of the African residents (Morris 
1999). At the time, non-payment was successfully aimed at the landlords and not, 
as at present, at the municipality and its associated departments.
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government in its portrayal of the inner city as lost and infected with crime. 
using irony, iCf deliberately employs the adjectives “dirty”, “unsanitary”, 
“unviable” and “criminal”. These terms are, they suggest, what local gov-
ernment really thinks. By using these terms instead of the benevolent terms 
of renewal, development and regeneration employed by local government, 
the iCf attempts to convince the residents of the real intentions of council. 
The tactic of revealing the process of implicit, subtextual inscription of 
immorality on the bodies of the poor is evident in other iCf flyers: “Crimi-
nalising the poor” and “inner city residents have already been found guilty 
even before they are accused” (iCf 2004a, 2004b). By portraying the “city 
bosses” as immoral, the iCf aims to undermine their credibility and the 
political basis for the regeneration projects.

Manhattan Court
Living with the threat of eviction
living in the city is imperative for the residents because the city provides 
the possibility of work and prospects for a better life. The threat of eviction 
is therefore not only a question of shelter or a question of rights or violation 
of rights, it is a question of economic and social survival (Madsen 2004b). 
laura’s one-and-a-half room flat provides her with the possibility of run-
ning a shebeen4 and renting mattresses to two young Zimbabweans. long-
iswe is selling plants at a nearby market and his flat and balcony are packed 
with plants and serve as storage room when the market is closed. The old 
lady, Sanele, runs a provisional kindergarten for some of the kids in the 
building. other flats are sub-let to illegal immigrants, some housing up to 
12 people. in other words, the flats are a means to make money. The loca-
tion in the inner city is crucial for the residents for earning money, because 
it provides job possibilities both in the formal and the huge informal sector. 
participation in the informal economy is complex and includes sub-letting 
flats, running shebeens, street-hawking, etc. part of the local government’s 
regeneration projects for the inner city is the elimination of the informal 
economy and the provision of formal markets in the inner city. This is 
where local government and residents are most directly at odds, as govern-

4. A shebeen is an illegal bar selling beer, sodas, booze and cigarettes. Shebeens are 
typically run by women. in Manhattan Court, at least five of the 108 flats housed 
a shebeen.
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ment attempts to distinguish between housing and places of production or 
livelihood directly conflict with the need to secure livelihoods. 

However, the fear of being pushed out of the city and away from job 
possibilities is not the only consideration. in narratives and conversations, 
accusations of violated democratic rights, government betrayal and of poli-
ticians with secret agendas resurface frequently. laura states adamantly: 
“The state has given us the subsidy for the flat, so they can’t take it back”. 
However, her narrative is riddled with anxieties and fears of betrayal. un-
fortunately for the residents, their anxieties have substance, as the hous-
ing authorities claim that residents harbour false perceptions regarding the 
subsidies for the flats. The director of social housing clarifies: “The subsidies 
can be claimed back if the residents do not live up to the terms of the agree-
ment”. Most residents are guilty of not fulfilling their contractual obliga-
tions in relation to the subsidies. running a shebeen and sub-letting flats 
are illegal, as is trading with the subsidies, and the repeated rent boycotts 
not only conflict with the contract but also increase the debts for utilities.

The residents’ perceptions were based in a prior ownership arrangement 
from 1995. Manhattan Court was one of seven buildings in central Johan-
nesburg selected for a pilot cooperative housing project. The residents were 
granted government subsidies for the flats in 1995 and were obliged to run 
the building collectively. Managers and administrators were appointed and 
saving plans for the maintenance of the buildings were agreed upon. Be-
cause of disagreements between residents and managers, Manhattan Court 
broke away from the collective project in 1999. Three years later, in 2002, 
the Johannesburg high court liquidated the building due to the high debts. 
Because of the subsidies, the residents perceived themselves as the rightful 
owners of the building and claimed not to understand how liquidation and 
sale were possible without their permission. The liquidation sparked-off a 
large-scale rent boycott. The residents legitimised the rent boycott in terms 
of anxiety, insecurity and fraud – they felt cheated and feared that their 
rentals would not be used for maintenance and utilities but would instead 
disappear into the pockets of unknown landlords and managers appointed 
after the liquidation. The residents continue to argue that the liquidation 
took place on illegal terms. portraying themselves as marginalised and vic-
timised, the residents argue that the existing threat of eviction is based on 
illegal actions against them. As such, they perceive the threat of eviction 
as a violation of their democratic rights. The awareness of these rights is re-
cited in numerous conversations (“we know we have rights!”), as if they are 
attempting to convince themselves of the existence of the rights. The call to 
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democratic rights seems to be the straw the residents clutch at. taking up 
the iCf proposal, the residents use a rent- and service-payment boycott to 
pressure local government and landlords.

The residents of Manhattan Court are preoccupied with rights rather 
than obligations. The sense of rights draws its strength from narratives of 
the past, where narratives are recycled and the past thus gives new mean-
ing, and a contextualising legacy to present actions. like numerous other 
South Africans, the residents of Manhattan Court have an acute sense of 
entitlement due to the sacrifices they made during the anti-apartheid strug-
gle: they have already paid the state and the democracy in advance. Their 
argument is that they have suffered oppression and fought against apart-
heid and therefore they should share in the realisation of democracy. The 
struggle has become an inexhaustible resource for every South African citi-
zen. to argue for one’s own rights as a victim of apartheid has become the 
primary political language in South Africa (Buur 2003b).

Democracy becomes tangible for every South African on election day. 
in the two weeks preceding the elections in April 2004, appraisals of de-
mocracy and the democratic right to vote are echoed everywhere in Man-
hattan Court. The celebration of “ten years of democracy” is a celebration 
of the country’s achievements in the first ten years since the victory over the 
oppressive apartheid regime. The struggle for democracy is praised in rich 
terms. At the same time, the iCf-supported “no-vote” campaign is at its 
peek – people have to decide whether to spoil their ballot or to vote. The di-
lemma of the residents is neatly captured when they praise their democratic 
right to vote in one breath, only to complain about the ANC in the next. 
rumours of a stay on evictions until after the election only further com-
plicate the residents’ decisions: is the ANC only “fishing for votes”, as some 
residents put it, or has the ANC really stopped the evictions? whether 
true or not, the rumour only accentuates what the residents already know: 
the state and the ANC party are deeply involved in the eviction process. 
further confusion is created by an iCf flyer claiming to quote the mayor, 
Amos Masondo. The flyer revives an old rumour about the mayor and his 
alleged plans for the inner city. According to the flyer, Amos Masondo 
has stated that, “people who earn less than r3000 a month cannot afford 
to stay in the inner city” (iCf flyer 2004a). Some residents fear a hidden 
political agenda that aims to push them and the other urban poor out of 
the city.

on election day, the majority of the residents decide not only to vote 
but also to vote for the ANC, in spite of their uncertainty. The ANC gains 
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two-thirds of all votes nationwide and consolidates its already strong posi-
tion in Johannesburg. Desperation does not suffice to explain the residents’ 
decision to vote for the ANC. rather, we must explore the residents’ im-
agination of democracy. while the ANC has a sublime dimension that is 
associated with the struggle against apartheid and the installation of de-
mocracy, the party is simultaneously involved in highly profane activities. 
it is this sublime dimension of the ANC the residents identify with in their 
narratives of the past. The residents’ call, “we know we have rights”, is an 
invocation of the link between the people and the ANC. However, the 
statement also testifies to the anxieties residents harbour about the ANC 
in its everyday form. residents constantly argue and debate among them-
selves as to which ANC they are dealing with. As it is, they chose, once 
again, to vest their hopes in the sublime. if the residents of Manhattan 
Court had decided not to vote, they would have rejected participation in 
the democratic processes and, thus, would have rejected the system and the 
party that is supposed to protect the rights they cling to. 

Conclusion
Ambiguities of citizenship and state 
in this chapter i have traced the different goals for and perceptions of in-
ner-city Johannesburg from the respective standpoints of the local govern-
ment, the iCf social movement and the residents of Manhattan Court. to 
realise the prospects for developing the inner city, the local government 
links urban renewal and crime prevention, which, among other things, has 
resulted in the creation of the interdepartmental task force. The urban poor 
are caught in the middle of the process and fear they will be excluded from 
the city. in the introduction to this volume, the editors discuss sovereignty 
and the power to make political exceptions, and argue that the effect of an 
exception is the exclusion of “some body from the political community and 
the protection provided by its laws and rights”. By focusing on bylaws, the 
local government in Johannesburg allows the task force to remove offenders 
against the bylaws from the inner city. linking urban renewal and crime 
thus allows the local government to make a distinction between bylaws and 
social rights, and thereby paves the way for making a political exception of 
some citizens’ social rights.

in order to understand the local government’s decision to make an ex-
ception that will exclude a group of people – the urban poor – from the 
inner city, i find it useful to keep Giorgio Agamben’s distinction of the 
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concept of “the people” in mind. The local government claims, on the one 
hand, that the regeneration projects are in the interests of all citizens of 
Johannesburg.5 on the other, it perceives the urban poor as a threat to the 
achievement of the world-class city. local government refers to the citizens 
as a strong and unified entity, that is as the equivalent of Agamben’s idea 
of people (with a capital p) as one integrated body (Agamben 2000b). op-
posed to the citizens are the urban poor who, in Agamben’s terms, become 
the fragmented and excluded bodies – the people (in italics) (Agamben 
2000b). According to Agamben’s abstraction, the people and the people ex-
ist in parallel, but both are striving to eliminate the other in order to realise 
themselves (Agamben 2000b). By linking urban renewal and crime preven-
tion, the urban poor are construed as a non-paying and criminal group of 
individuals. Construing the urban poor as criminals justifies an exception 
being made of their social rights and enables the exclusion of the urban 
poor from the inner city. furthermore, it posits the citizens as a unified 
body. following the discourse of the local government – in which under-
development is perceived as dangerous and destabilising (Duffield 2001a) 
– development and security merge in what seems to be both the solution 
and the only valid alternative if the inner city is to be saved. 

The right to participate in the democratic processes, the creation of an 
all-inclusive constitution and equal rights for all was the primary achieve-
ment of South Africa’s transition from apartheid to democracy. The resi-
dents of Manhattan Court are concerned about their social rights. Democ-
racy has been praised as the central building block for the future South 
Africa, and the celebration of “ten years of democracy” only invigorates the 
residents’ sense of democratic rights as being imperative. The residents find 
it difficult to understand how their social rights can be set aside, and there-
fore they describe possible eviction as immoral. for the residents, there is 
a discrepancy between the ideal political democracy portrayed in the cel-
ebrations for “ten years of democracy” and the exclusive politics practised 
by local government. The hopes the residents attached to the mayor as de-
scribed at the outset of this chapter, and the fact that most of them end up 
by voting despite considering otherwise reveal that they continue to place 
their hopes in the sublime dimension of the South African state. However, 
these hopes are often compromised by local government’s politics of exclu-
sion as reflected in the regeneration projects. in other words, the profane 

5. in an interview regarding the task force and the regeneration projects, inner City 
regional Director Yakoob Makda states, “the communities are fully behind us 
and Jo’burg will become cleaner and safer again” (Majola 2002).
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dimension threatens to extinguish the sublime dimension for a group of 
already marginalised citizens. 

The iCf, for its part, would have approved of a collective decision by 
residents not to vote. for the iCf, there exists only a profane dimension of 
the state and the sublime dimension is still a dream to be realised. Though 
the iCf is in apparent support of the residents, it also has other and more 
far-reaching goals than halting evictions. By evoking images of past oppres-
sion, the iCf hopes to convince South Africans that the failure and unkept 
promises of the government lie squarely with the ANC and make people 
realise the advantages of a radical democracy. The regeneration projects of 
inner-city Johannesburg only employ crime prevention and refurbishment 
of dilapidated buildings as an excuse for excluding the urban poor. priva-
tisation and corporatisation of previously state-owned assets, as well as the 
urban regeneration projects are weapons in this war on the poor. 

The struggle for the inner city is a question of survival of different ide-
ologies, visions and people. The three key actors are positioned at various 
levels within South African society, and the struggle for the city therefore 
plays out as clashes of profane practices and politics versus sublime im-
aginaries and ideologies. These clashes are part and parcel of the continu-
ous reconfiguration of urban space in Johannesburg, in which security and 
development are merging. imaginaries of the past have become a central 
weapon, in so far as each of the three actors tries to inscribe immorality on 
the other – by criminalising the poor or by comparing government policies 
to apartheid oppression. 
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Steffen Jensen

Through the lens of Crime

introduction
in Nkomazi, a large rural area, located at the extreme northeastern corner 
of Mpumalanga province in South Africa, two main kinds of violent con-
flict were played out while i conducted fieldwork there in late 2002. first, 
several bouts of vigilantism – or popular justice – erupted in sites around 
the area. in each of these cases, groups of people apprehended and beat up 
alleged criminals. Modus operandi included beatings with a sjambok (a long 
rubber whip), burning of houses and evictions. it was not always the same 
group of people perpetrating the violence. Sometimes the violence was 
managed through traditional authorities, with local chiefs in a controlling 
position. At other times, the violence seemed to be perpetrated primarily by 
groups of young men.1 The second kind of violent conflict in the Nkomazi 
area emerged around the issue of land ownership, land use and access to 
development. in one case, reported by the local media (Shongwe 2000) and 
analysed academically (rangan and Gilmartin 2002), elderly women who 
claimed to have had their land taken away from them by the local tradi-
tional authority walked naked through the streets of Buffelspruit, a village 
in Nkomazi, in protest against what they saw as a land grab. However, for 
the traditional authorities, it was not an issue of land grabbing, it was part 
of a state-endorsed project to develop commercial farming. As traditional 
authorities often enjoy privileged access to the state, the women were sub-
sequently taken to prison on charges of public indecency. we shall return 
to these development projects later. Suffice it to say that the struggles over 
them are indicative of how development and violent conflict are intimately 
connected, as groups vie for control of and access to resources, which are 
being reconfigured in times of radical social and economic transforma-
tion. 

taking these observations about violent conflict in Nkomazi as a point 
of departure, this chapter explores how and to what extent the two seem-

1. See also ritchken (1995).

land Claims and Contestations of Citizenship  
on the frontier of the South African State
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ingly different forms of conflict are related. i will offer two different in-
terpretations. first, in Nkomazi land is being increasingly capitalised and 
class distinctions reconfigured, creating social inequalities among hitherto 
relatively equal residents. in this climate, discourses of crime provide a lan-
guage for differentiating between legitimate members of a moral commu-
nity and those who have no such claims. As land in Nkomazi is communal, 
all members of the community are in principle entitled to it – a right for-
feited by sigebonga, the embodiment of that which ruins the community. in 
relation to the overall theme of this volume, accusations of crime, or issues 
of insecurity, function as a way to legitimise reconfigurations of inequality. 
rather than being a question of who is getting rich and who is further im-
poverished, power struggles concern the definition of and actions against 
criminals.

However, we might provide an alternative reading of the link between 
vigilante practices and the reconfiguration of class. Seeing that some of 
the violent practices are carried out by indigent young men – sometimes 
against those who possess, sometimes against people like themselves – we 
might suggest that the language of crime provides an alternative to con-
stituting oneself as a moral person through traditionalised age and gen-
der hierarchies.2 This entails young men attacking those who prevent the 
achievement of moral status, that is, marriage, home and work, through 
illicit and immoral means such as witchcraft – often the prerogative of the 
old and the powerful.3 in other words, discourses of crime explain to some 
people why they have not made it, while for others, they legitimise the fact 
that they have. 

in these remarks, there are a number of theoretical propositions about 
the “moral community” and about “crime” that need to be clarified. first, 
in the popular rendition, and indeed in much academic literature, both 
community and crime are taken for granted. Crime is the illicit and il-
legal pursuit of resources or violent acts against other people: we know 
implicitly what constitutes a crime. in similar fashion, communities are 

2. this argument correlates with ideas proposed by Geschiere (1998) and Comaroff 
and Comaroff (1999) respectively in their analyses of witchcraft.

3. As Niehaus (2001) argues, it is often the relatively rich and resourceful who accuse 
poor people of witchcraft, citing jealousy of their success as the motive. this alter-
native reading of the evidence does not, to my mind, exclude or invalidate the first 
interpretation. the two forms of witchcraft accusation exist in parallel in places 
like Nkomazi. this only illustrates the pervasiveness of witchcraft accusations. 
witchcraft constitutes, as argued elsewhere (Jensen and Buur 2004), a semantic 
universe through which misfortune can be explained by rich and poor. 



Through the Lens of Crime

1�5

made up of people sharing one or several traits, which are also recognisable. 
However, as the introduction to this volume stresses, neither community 
nor crime can be assumed to exist as necessarily substantive, trans-histori-
cal categories. on the one hand, they are sociological facts that can be 
described, but on the other they are also cultural products of discourse. 
They come into existence as people, groups and institutions talk and act 
them into existence.4 Second, they exist in an interdependent relationship 
with one another. whereas community is the benevolent locus of people’s 
lives and futures, crime destroys these very aspirations. As crime destroys, it 
becomes the constitutive outside of the community: it constitutes the outer 
boundaries of the community. in this way, and in a seemingly paradoxi-
cal manner, while it is outside, its definition and naming constitutes the 
inside. to produce a moral community is hence partly about eradicating 
crime from its midst. practices to eradicate crime – what i elsewhere term 
“everyday policing” (Buur and Jensen 2004) – are then midwives of com-
munity. Hence, discourses of crime are intimately linked to the exercise of 
authority. Carol Greenhouse writes that “categories of crime do not derive 
from some universal scale of evil or public consensus as to interests, but 
from the way systems of authority make themselves known and maintain 
themselves … The interests of authority and its needs for self-legitimization 
determine crime, then, not the nature of the acts in question” (Greenhouse 
2003:276). Greenhouse suggests an intimate link between crime and au-
thority, or between crime and those who carry enough weight to define 
what constitutes the moral community. As we shall see, that is an unsettled 
question in Nkomazi – and depending on which individuals or groups 
manage to stabilise what constitutes crime, the moral community may 
shift dramatically. in this way, crime and community are not only inher-
ently unstable concepts, but one of the battlegrounds on which local power 
struggles are fought.

The argument will proceed along two parallel trails. first, i explore how 
and to what extent we might talk of a reconfiguration of class, and how it 
intertwines with other identity markers such as nationality, ethnicity, gen-
der and generation through notions of culture. Second, i explore different 
forms of everyday policing in Nkomazi. in conclusion, the link between 
reconfigurations of class and everyday forms of policing is revisited.

4. in relation to the constructed nature of crime, see, for example, the volume edited 
by philip parnell and Stephanie kane, entitled Crime’s Power (parnell and kane 
2003). in relation to community, see Jensen (2004) and van Beek (1999).
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At the frontier
Nkomazi could easily be conceived in terms of marginalisation. it used to 
form part of the former homeland kaNgwane. kaNgwane was, in apart-
heid rationality, the homeland of the Swazi in South Africa. without going 
into detail about the homelands’ position in the broader South African 
political economy,5 suffice it to say that the homelands became the dump-
ing ground for surplus labour and the place where labour was reproduced 
away from the production sites in the industrial, mining and commercial 
farming sectors. kaNgwane was no exception, although there was less mi-
gration to the mines from there than from nearby Gazankulu, “home” of 
the Shangaans, or from Bushbuckridge in the homeland area of lebowa, 
from where the North Sotho were said to come.6 Nkomazi is the poorest 
section of former kaNgwane, far to the east and away from South Africa’s 
economic centres. in spite of a renewed focus on empowering the former 
homelands in the post-apartheid moment, the distance to economic centres 
has not been reduced. rather, it has been perpetuated, as the South African 
economy sheds low-skill jobs at a fast pace (terreblanche 2003). The rising 
unemployment has dire consequences in a region where unemployment, 
according to a conservative estimate, already stood at 50 per cent in the late 
1990s (Thornton and feinstein 1998). 

The isolation of Nkomazi is not only economic. Squeezed as it is be-
tween Mozambique to the west, Swaziland to the south and the kruger 
National park to the north, the area is like an appendix to Mpumalanga 
province. in the public imagination, and even in academia, the former 
homelands are still in a marginal position in South Africa. with a few  
notable exceptions (e.g., ritchken 1995, Delius 1997, Niehaus 2001), 
South Africanist academia seems to have approached the subject of the 
homelands as an aberration destined to disappear with the fall of apartheid, 
and therefore not worth exploring in or of themselves. But rather than fo-
cusing on marginality, it seems more appropriate to invoke the concept of 

5. for elaboration, see, for instance, Sparks (1990), ross (1999), Mager (1995), Delius 
(1997), Niehaus (2001).

6. this differentiation between the various ethnic groups seems to be the result of 
the apartheid regime’s management of ethnicity, where some groups were seen as 
particularly fit for certain forms of labour. this was probably most evident on the 
mines, as Moodie (1995) has argued, since recruitment to the mines was ethnically 
differentiated. few Swazi went to the mines, being instead one of the preferred 
choices for agro-industrial labour.
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the frontier, understood as the intersection of multiple historical, political 
and economic fault lines. 

in Nkomazi, at least five different frontiers can be identified. The first 
is international: both Mozambique and Swaziland border the area, with 
significant consequences for livelihood and identity. This frontier is espe-
cially important, as Mozambicans are often associated with crime (Crush 
and MacDonald 2002). Second, Nkomazi is the meeting point between 
several ethnic groups, particularly Shangaan and Swazi. relations between 
Swazi and Shangaan are not always amicable, not least due to the easy as-
sociation of Shangaans with Mozambicans. Swazis often view Shangaans 
through stereotypical notions of the foreigner – that is, they take the few 
jobs there are, they are lazy and they steal. The third frontier is the racial 
one between white commercial farmers and residents of the former home-
lands, or labour reserves. Although black and white are still separated, this 
frontier is under intense negotiation on two fronts: on the one hand the 
land claims and restitution process, which promises to restore thousands of 
Africans to the land whence they were forcibly removed (James 2001), and 
on the other, municipal reforms that have united formerly white and black 
residential areas under one municipal structure. fourth, there is a govern-
ance frontier between traditional authorities and democratic rule, between 
chiefs and local government. This frontier is also being intensely contested. 
These power struggles are nowhere more clearly evident than in relation to 
the controversial Communal land Bill. November 2002 saw the release of 
its eighth draft, which was immediately contested by traditional leaders, 
including the Zulu king, who invoked the war in kwaZulu-Natal in the 
early 1990s to illustrate what would happen if the act were passed. in 2003 
it was finally passed as a compromise between individual and collective 
land rights. land was handed over to a representative committee on which 
tribal authorities would occupy an important role. The final frontier is that 
of class, which will be explored in more detail below. These frontiers should 
not be conceptualised as clear-cut dividing lines but rather as zones of in-
tense negotiation, competition and ambivalence. furthermore, they never 
figure alone but intertwine with the other frontiers, as well as with gender 
(Sideris 2004) and generational structures (oomen 2004). 

The reconfiguration of class
Although Nkomazi never was a place of equality, the 1990s have offered 
new opportunities to some Africans while further impoverishing others. 
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Most new opportunities were created by the development initiatives that 
flowed from the democratic revolution and the political will to advance 
the interests of Africans. Some problems stem from a general economic 
downturn, while others seem to relate to government interventions (Marais 
1998, terreblanche 2003).7 one of the prime drivers behind the produc-
tion of African elites has been the public sector, especially what has come 
to be known as “developmental local government”. As much as it was a 
vehicle for Afrikaner betterment during apartheid (posel 1999), the public 
sector now appears, not least in Mpumalanga, to promote black economic 
empowerment. Class is also reconfigured through agriculture, access to 
land and rural development projects to create a class of black commercial 
farmers. As the slow and often problematic process of land restitution and 
reform (James 2001) gets under way, some Africans have accessed land and 
resources that enable them to improve their lives. These land claims, while 
on the one hand involving negotiation of the frontier between white com-
mercial farming areas and the former homeland, kaNgwane, are simulta-
neously creating a class of black commercial farmers – the relatively rich 
– and a class of the much poorer. 

Modest attempts to boost commercial agriculture in kaNgwane took 
place in the 1980s, but it was not until the ANC took over that these at-
tempts gained substance – especially after 1999. Ben Cousins, land activist 
and academic, asserts that promotion of emergent farmers should be seen 
in relation to an unresolved debate within the ANC: should rural reform 
be aimed at production or at equity, rights and historical redress (Cous-
ins 2000)? Cousins has a number of reservations about the attempts to 
promote production over historical redress. first, a relatively large amount 
of government funds would be dispensed to a small number of the rural 
poor (Cousins estimates this to be less than 2 per cent), who are already 
relatively well off. Second, allocating land for commercial farming would 
mean alternative land use would suffer, such as collection of firewood and 
other activities carried out mainly by the poorest, (Shackleton et al. 2000). 
Third, ownership of land is currently unresolved. Hence, Cousins argues, 
it is problematic for communal land to be “handed over” to traditional au-
thorities. whatever the outcome of the debate, traditional authorities cur-
rently possess the right to allocate, at a price, communal land for residential 
as well as commercial use. These processes, integral to rural development 

7. Marais (1998) and terreblanche (2003) both assert that the neo-liberal policies 
have failed to generate more jobs and that the increased poverty might, in part, be 
attributed to these policies.
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reform in the homelands, create particular structures in which the recon-
figuration of class is articulated. in Nkomazi, this is intimately related to 
sugar.

Culture and class on the rural frontier
As one drives west over the cattle-grid marking the entrance into Nkomazi 
on the road to tonga, one is struck by the difference between verdant, 
white-owned farmland and the brown-grey colour of the former homeland, 
where desolate peri-urban habitation stretches seemingly without end. 
However, further inside the area one begins to note vast tracts of land green 
with sugar cane. These fields form part of the so-called sugar projects. They 
have emerged in a partnership between tSB (transvaal Suiker Beperk), 
the land Bank and Nkomazi residents. Sugar projects have been initiated 
by local community members who formed a cooperative. The land Bank 
and tSB supply farming implements, machinery to transform veld into 
agricultural land, 24-hour irrigation systems, cane and other necessities for 
farming sugar cane. tSB is contractually obliged to buy all the cane from 
emergent farmers, who must subsequently service their long-term loans and 
the short-term production loans from the bank and from tSB. The projects 
incorporate ideas about social partnerships in which state, market and civil 
society enter into committed cooperation. The (white) corporate sector as-
sumes a social responsibility. The racial face of South African agriculture 
changes and becomes slightly darker. The projects have meant an inflow of 
resources into Nkomazi that is rare and much needed for groups of people 
who would otherwise not stand a chance of becoming farmers. The barren 
land of Nkomazi is transformed and there is still much land left. The de-
velopment projects have, in other words, delivered what they promised. So 
how can one utter a word of concern?

on a macro-level, it seems the land Bank favours sugar projects above 
all others. Hence, Nkomazi is turning to monoculture in spite of the risks 
this involves in a global market,8 but the projects have other implications 
for local livelihood strategies. The proponents of the projects and of com-
mercial farming argue that the land was empty and under-utilised, but 
livelihood strategies on the rural frontier are complex and rely on prac-
tices other than farming. of particular importance are practices of natural 
resource management, which commercial farming potentially endangers 

8. ironically, as i was leaving one of the project sites, the radio announced that Coca-
Cola would not buy as much South African sugar as before.
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(Shackleton et al. 2000). Examples are, for instance, the collection of fire-
wood, to which people in the area no longer have access. Second, there are 
all the invisible proceeds from the “empty” land: ingredients for medicine 
(muti), wood for carving, etc. of all these, particularly the amarula tree 
has multiple uses (muti, firewood, construction, processing of fruits for 
commercial sale and celebrations, to name some of them). when trans-
forming the land into a site for monoculture, many of these resources, used 
in particular by the poorest – often women – will disappear or diminish 
considerably.

other issues impact the level of participation in the projects and pro-
ceeds from them. Maria, a 33-year old newcomer to a particular village, 
confirmed the presence of projects and initially evaluated them positively. 
She explained that this would mean irrigation 24 hours a day: “Before the 
mielie meal [corn] died because it lacked water but now, with the projects, 
the water comes”. i asked whether she was a part of the project. This time 
she said no. “My ancestors are not from here. i will have to go to Naas [a 
village some twenty kilometres away], dig them up and bury them here 
again”. She continued after a while, “So maybe it is good for people, but it 
is not good for Maria!” This excerpt of our conversation provides insights 
into several principles of exclusion that lie at the intersection of rights and 
belonging. Anna had no ancestral claims to the land and hence she did not 
expect to be included in the sugar projects. The principle of exclusion also 
applies to ethnicity, where only those with the cultural rights to stay in 
the area, that is, Swazi-speakers, are entitled to participate in the projects. 
Cultural rights of belonging have, in other words, immense importance for 
the allocation of land and inclusion in the projects. 

Although some sugar cane farmers bought land with their new-found 
wealth from public sector employment, most participants in the projects 
were older men. There were specific historical reasons for this. when the 
apartheid regime forcibly removed people from the areas that became white 
commercial farmland, tribal chiefs and structures went first and picked the 
best land along the riverbanks for themselves and their relatives. in one 
particular village, most arable land had been allocated by 1970 when new 
waves of migrants came to the village after the removal of yet more people. 
These newcomers hardly ever received any land unless they were able to pay 
considerable sums for it. Mozambican refugees and migrants, who came 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s, constituted the third wave of migrants. 
They almost exclusively received housing plots. Hence, in Maria’s village, 
as with others, there exists a social hierarchy in which those who came first 
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form a rural aristocracy (literally so, because they are often related to the 
chiefly, royal family) of old men (as women seldom have land). As part of 
rural development in general and the upcoming sugar projects in particu-
lar, the early 1990s saw the construction of dams around Nkomazi. in this 
particular village, the dam was built in such a way that some people lost ac-
cess to land. They were compensated, but their new tracts of land lay away 
from the river and away from the emerging irrigation opportunities. The 
now irrigated land in the village was of poor quality and the tracts were too 
small for commercial sugar cane farming. Hence, the chief and the tribal 
authorities made bigger plots out of the existing ones. in this process of 
land distribution, the land went primarily to the royal family, his headmen 
and members of the tribal council. 

The way in which land was allocated and the resources in relation to 
the sugar projects were distributed was articulated through the cultural 
sphere. As Gerald Sider (1986) argues in his study of class and culture 
in Newfoundland, culture is intimately related to processes of class and 
capitalist formation, where culture emerges as the social organisation that 
“fits” a particular capitalist moment. Sider writes: “it is precisely these tra-
ditional social forms that are bent into the service of production for … cap-
ital (if not directly created by this service)” (Sider 1986:37). Hence, what 
Hobsbawn and ranger termed the “re-invention of tradition” took place at 
a time of reconfigured capitalist formation (Sider 1986). As an example of 
the argument, a particular culture involving migration patterns, a specific 
gender and age structure and modes of livelihood emerged in what became 
the homelands around the time of the mining boom in Southern Africa. 
As the formal sector began to shed jobs in the 1980s and onwards, cultural 
patterns were being reconfigured. in Barbara oomen’s words, “tradition is 
on the move” again (oomen 2000). 

This makes culture an unstable concept, fluctuating with the reconfigu-
ration of capital. But culture is not merely the by-product of capitalist for-
mation. it is, Sider argues, the register through which class contradictions 
are articulated. if we relate this to Nkomazi, it becomes clear that the in-
vocation of ancestral claims, notions of ethnic differentiation and national 
belonging are part of a particular moment of class reconfiguration and a 
“defence” for particular interests and class claims. Those not deemed part 
of “our culture” or “our tradition” are relegated to an inferior status. tradi-
tion, that is, culture, becomes a lived practice of distinguishing between 
those with entitlements and those without – or as Sider argues regarding 
the relationship between class and culture, “Culture enters the dynamic of 
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class because … it is where class becomes dynamic; where the lines between 
antagonism and alliance come together and apart” (Sider 1986). Hence, 
the class antagonisms between young and older elite men are dynamic be-
cause of the position that the young occupy within culture, which means 
that they cannot simply be excluded outright. This also explains why the 
position of young men is so ambiguous: while they experience increasing 
marginalisation and economic exclusion, they might still claim access to 
recognition and access to resources, including state development projects. 
This ambiguity is largely what animates the gendered and generational con-
testations.

Culture is always embedded in particular institutions and Nkomazi is 
no exception: traditional authority occupies a critical position in settling 
what “culture” is about. As noted above, evidence suggests that it is im-
perative to be on a good footing with the chiefs. As the analysis by rangan 
and Gilmartin (2002) also indicates, chiefs act as gate keepers by virtue of 
their right to allocate land. Although highly contested, the ANC’s invoca-
tion of the chiefs as “custodians of culture” posits them in a central posi-
tion. This is not only in regard to cultural practices as artefacts – which is 
what the ANC would like to limit their role to – but also, as Sider points 
out, in determining what social relations are congruent with tradition and 
the culture of the people, and hence, which resources different groups can 
command. As development in the form of commercial farming projects 
was pivotal in the allocation of resources, development entered the cultural 
sphere and was directed by it, in spite of ANC’s dedicated attempts to tar-
get the “poorest of the poor”. 

The cultural edifices of the rural frontier helped direct resources in such 
a way as to stabilise rural elites, especially in the form of a gerontocracy, 
that is, the rule of the old over the young. The inequalities that existed were 
also perpetuated in the post-apartheid moment. Aided by tradition and 
culture, those who already had access to resources benefited once more in 
the developmental mode of the post-apartheid moment. in parallel with 
the gerontocracy’s cashing in on commercial farming projects, the young 
men especially suffered, as the downscaling of the mines and the economic 
restructuring resulted in decreasing employment possibilities for young 
men migrating to the cities. Hence, while some benefited from the political 
and economic changes brought about in the 1990s, others suffered a loss 
of livelihood. As we shall see, these events perpetuated inter-generational 
conflicts, even if the sugar projects turned out to be less remunerative than 
expected. initially these projects promised great change and carried tales 
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of infinite riches for those who could participate. However, during the late 
1990s, the sugar projects, especially in the village mentioned above, failed 
to generate the income they were supposed to. Many reasons exist for the 
failure that i will not detail here.9 in spite of the falling income levels, the 
sugar projects did produce a relatively well-off farming class. furthermore, 
although revenues have dropped in recent years, the reconfiguration of the 
economy that was affected through the projects was also symbolic, in that 
the sugar farmers are perceived to be richer by those not participating. 

The reconfiguration of class is articulated in and through notions of cul-
ture, as the gerontocracy defends its privileged access to rural resources by 
pointing to tradition. Through notions of culture and tradition, a range of 
identities are brought together and expressed in, through and in opposition 
to each other. These include particular gender and generational structures 
and notions of ethnicity and national belonging that are embodied in the 
rural elites – those who have assumed the right to speak and act on behalf 
of the people and who manage to sanction particular modes of being wor-
thy of the moral community. with this right also comes the right to decide 
on who is entitled to what form of livelihood, and consequently to exclude 
those without such entitlements. it is here that i argue that the discourses of 
crime play a pivotal role in determining or constituting moral personhood 
in a context of intense renegotiations. or to rephrase the central argument 
of the chapter: discourses of crime, and practices to end it, play a pivotal 
role in enabling the establishment of a particular class society in Nkomazi 
in which young men and women must suffer the authority of old men. it is 
to these discourses and practices that i now turn.

�. As many as 30 per cent of the farmers no longer make money from sugar pro-
duction. this indicates the vulnerabilities of black emergent farmers, as the land 
they farm is poor and they have few resources to withstand the cyclical crises of 
agriculture. for instance, in one project poor soil makes it imperative to irrigate 
on a continual basis, but due to poor rain, irrigation had to be limited to less than 
two hours a day. As a consequence, the cane no longer grew. Many farmers also 
lacked financial and agricultural skills to run commercial projects. A final reason 
was that many of those who benefited from the sugar projects had little inclination 
or ambition to farm. they saw the projects as ways of accessing credit with which 
they bought cars and built houses. the farming operation was left to underpaid 
Mozambicans who did only the absolute minimum. Consequently, many farmers 
were in constant arrears with the bank and tSB.
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Cleaning up crime
As the son of the local chief showed me around in the tribal offices, we 
reached a small room. on the floor lay a blood-soaked mattress and there 
were traces of blood on the walls. At one end, chains ran through an iron 
ring. “This is where we hold those caught by the Khukula”, my guide in-
formed me. The Khukula means “the cleaning” and it is a loosely organised 
entity that targets the sigebonga or the criminals of the area. The Khukula 
began operating in 2001 in response to a steady stream of stolen cars being 
exported over the border to Swaziland. it was conceived by a number of 
local businessmen, that is, owners of shops and small businesses in one par-
ticular village. All these businessmen were closely linked to the tribal au-
thorities and belonged to the local elite of older, landed and moneyed men. 
They began patrolling the streets of the village at night and responded to 
calls from the local population. After an initial bout of activity, the patrols 
became more intermittent and mostly came into effect in time of need. 
with the passage of time, the initial focus on border control changed to 
encompass other categories of crime. in 2002, after an ebb in activities, the 
Khukula resurfaced with renewed vigour in relation to the murder of two 
boys. The number and intensity of activities increased. More meetings were 
held and more people beaten up. The Khukula even went to the regional 
capital, Nelspruit, to lure a group of criminals back to Nkomazi. As these 
remarks indicate, the Khukula is both an operation and a group of people 
working to combat crime. in this sense, the Khukula also provides financial 
resources for those participating. A local headman explained: “The Khukula 
are those people who are catching the criminals. That is their responsibility. 
That is the only respectable work you can do. But it is also a dangerous job. 
They can die and get hurt”.

Most inhabitants, not including young men, were quite positive about 
the Khukula. The headman, otherwise at odds with the chief, observed, 
“The Khukula is good. if you must wait for the police they will always be 
late”. This was echoed by the local station commander. She is the head of 
a small station with 35 police officers covering huge tracts of land. She 
therefore depends on the cooperation of local residents, especially the tribal 
authorities. in the area where we find the Khukula, she is particularly satis-
fied: “That is also why the sub-forum works well [there]. They are really 
working hard. They do case handling. They investigate cases, apprehend 
the suspects and then hand them over to the police. So as a result we have 
had only one case in the last month [there]”. The Khukula does not always 
hand the suspect over to the police – at least not directly. The police com-
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mander admits that sometimes violence might be involved in obtaining 
confessions: “Sometimes you have to turn the blind eye for the sake of 
crime. if you for instance have someone coming in accused of raping a 
three-year-old, and he has been beaten up, then you do turn the blind eye. 
You know that it is like victim support”. Note that she uses rape, where 
there can be no compassion for the perpetrator, as an example to make a 
general point. 

The state’s invitation to enter into a partnership in the form of the com-
munity policing forum yet again gave renewed vitality to the Khukula, 
which had been suffering from yet another low in participation and ac-
tivities. However, the police’s interest and offer of partnership carried its 
own dangers, as the police would sometimes have to react to the violence 
employed in the practice of policing. The ambiguity of the police is con-
siderable. The prime way of handling the ambiguity appears to be through 
whether the police “see” the violence, that is, whether victims lay charges 
or not. The station commander asserts, “we get very few complaints about 
violence”. By not “seeing” the violence, the police will not have to deal with 
the excesses. However, in one case two members of the Khukula were ar-
rested, as a charge had been laid by a girl’s family. The girl had been beaten 
up severely during a public meeting and the family had taken the case to 
the police, who were obliged to investigate. Sometimes the violence of the 
Khukula became too excessive even for its supporters. one headman as-
serted: “Sometimes the way they beat people is wrong. people can die. They 
use the sjambok and beat them badly. i only use a stick that can break, so 
you cannot kill anybody”. 

The manhandling of the girl bears testimony to the way in which crime 
is understood among the members of the Khukula. The girl was beaten 
up for disrespectful behaviour towards her parents. The parents had com-
plained to the Khukula that the girl had had multiple sexual relations. 
when the parents reprimanded her, she had told them to mind their own 
business, as she was free to do as she pleased. She had been reproached in a 
public meeting and punished by having her exposed buttocks beaten. This 
case is atypical of the Khukula only in one respect, that is, the case involves 
a girl. in the majority of cases, the objects of everyday forms of policing 
are young men. it is typical in the sense that it targets perceived aberrant 
sexual mores and lack of respect for authority among the youth. As oomen 
points out in relation to the infamous vigilante group Mapogo a Mathamaga 
(oomen 2004), young men are being harassed and targeted by anti-crime 
organisations such as the Khukula for multiple moral transgressions regard-
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ing sexual mores, walking the streets after nightfall and for disrespectful 
behaviour, along with clearer criminal offences such as theft. in interviews, 
members of the Khukula did not distinguish clearly between transgres-
sions of legal norms (like theft) and transgressions of moral norms. Both 
forms of transgression were policed in much the same way and both forms 
were seen as destructive of the community. Suzette Heald makes much the 
same point about the similarities between witchcraft and theft accusations 
among the Bugisu in uganda when she asserts that their “trials” follow 
the same accusational patterns, and the punishment (even sometimes the 
death) of transgressors of either category is viewed as a service to the com-
munity (Heald 1999:74). The conflation of legal and moral transgressions 
suggests that the differentiation between the two, which is undertaken by 
the state apparatus, is less than fruitful. rather, these transgressions belong 
to the realm of culture preserved and protected by the gerontocracy, as its 
members decide on the culturally appropriate way to act.

As Sider (1986) points out, culture cannot be separated from livelihood 
strategies and struggles over resources. incidents involving Mozambican 
migrants and refugees and members of the gerontocracy illustrate this point 
vividly. Mozambicans escaped their war-torn home in great numbers at the 
end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s. in the chieftaincy that  
constitutes the empirical basis for this chapter, they were allocated land to 
build houses, but none for farming. Their arrival was already shrouded in 
contestation over land rights, and when they began cultivating “vacant” 
land, these conflicts escalated. The autochthonous inhabitants of the vil-
lage claimed that the Mozambicans stole the land they used for grazing 
their cattle. The land was subsequently burnt twice in 1995 and 1998. in 
2002, the conflicts resurfaced. The Mozambicans, now long in the area, 
had replanted the fields, which were subsequently burnt. After the incident, 
the leader of the Mozambicans went to the chief to complain. He pleaded 
with the latter to restore the land to the Mozambican farmers. in the proc-
ess, he argued that those who had lost their fields had no option but to turn 
to crime to feed their families. to this the chief replied that these people 
were Mozambicans and hence already criminals. Dispossessing them of 
their land would therefore change little in regard to their criminal disposi-
tion. 

The chief ’s argument linked criminality and ethnicity (Shangaan ver-
sus Swazi), nationality (Mozambican and South African) and class (cattle 
owners/commercial farmers and subsistence farmers). Due to the alleged 
criminality of Mozambicans, he condoned the dispossessions effected by 
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members of the rural elite with prior cultural claims. The latter were not, 
per definition, criminals, whereas there was no need to question the crim-
inality of Mozambicans. Due to their inherent criminality, their claims 
were illegitimate, and they could be excluded and exorcised from the body 
polity. The culturalistic argument served not only to shore up structures of 
authority, land was also won.

Mozambicans are described and acted upon as “ethnic” others, who 
are constructed as criminals with no rights to protection. Young men face 
somewhat different problems. while young men occupy a place within the 
gendered and generational hierarchies of autochthonous society, they are 
viewed with considerable suspicion across the board: it is on them that most 
crime control focuses. As one resident close to the Khukula who engages in 
everyday policing asserts, “Those who steal are not the old people. it is the 
young – those in school or just after school. They are very difficult. i can-
not begin to say how difficult they are”. The crimes policed are, as we have 
seen, cultural in that they encompass legal as well as moral transgressions. 
furthermore, everyday policing initiatives often emerge out of business en-
vironments, and the Khukula, for example, have a history of protecting 
property and privileged access to resources, for instance access to natural 
resources, grazing and land for farming. Even minor offences like the theft 
of cane for individual consumption have been known to trigger Khukula 
action. Most often, the gerontocracy succeed in asserting authority in the 
community. Young men submit to their decisions and the violence imposed 
both in everyday encounters and during special sessions, during which 
their behaviour becomes the focal point of public performances to assert 
the community. in reference to a particular incident where young men 
were punished publicly, an elderly man stated, “we did it because we got 
emotionally relieved. we can’t just continue to talk. But it helped that the 
boys were beaten in front of the whole community. The parents are relieved 
because something is done for the victims as well”. in this regard, ritualised 
enactments of generational hierarchies function as a means of reaffirming 
a particular social order.

The “criminals” strike back
Young men have few avenues for contesting the power of the gerontoc-
racy in everyday life. They must submit to the humiliations of inspections 
and irregular beatings, often performed in public; they must accept being 
branded as potentially criminal. However, once in a while young men suc-
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ceed in rising to the occasion and assert a moral comportment independent 
of, and sometimes even in opposition to the gerontocracy. As in the case of 
the gerontocracy, young men often claim morality through discourses of 
crime. However, in opposition to the gerontocracy, their legitimisations are 
political rather than cultural, as they evoke the category of the “comrade” 
or “youth” to define their actions. These categories entered into the realm 
of the political during the struggle against apartheid. By asserting and oc-
cupying this position, young men can claim legitimacy from the struggle 
which is denied them in everyday life, as the struggle was a time when 
young men as “youth” and “comrades” acted in defence of the community 
and in the promotion of justice and equality and freedom from exploita-
tion. 

During the months of october and November 2002 and into 2003, 
a series of mass meetings, demonstrations and the targeting of particular 
families were staged in a town in Nkomazi. These activities developed over 
several weeks, with highly complex and contradictory narratives. The im-
mediate reason for the activities was that a group of young male criminals, 
the so-called tollgate gang, had targeted the area, and were stopping traffic 
passing through the town to steal money, cell phones and other valuables. 
According to testimony, the gang had been in operation on and off for 
several years. This particular Saturday, the leader shot and wounded three 
people. This enraged the residents and they caught three members of the 
gang. They searched them and found muti ingredients, used to avoid detec-
tion,10 in their pocket. They beat one of the young men within an inch of 
his life, asking him who was in charge and from where he had got the gun. 
He went to hospital and was told to leave town for good. He gave names 
and the march continued to the houses of the persons concerned. “it was 
like a chain”, one woman said, “they went from place to place and the 
people gave up other people”. A week later, another mass meeting was held 
and the chairman of the community policing forum (Cpf) shouted to the 
crowd, “Can you see the difference? it is really helping!” At the meeting, 
the problem of some taking revenge for the beating of the tollgate gang 
was raised. According to one testimony, those responsible were dragged to 
the centre of the crowd and beaten up. Then the crowd agreed to contribute 
r15 ($2) each if bail was required. 

10. the muti is sprinkled outside the house that is entered and this should hide the 
intrusion. in a later incident in Nkomazi, a man lost his life since he was alleged to 
produce the said muti.
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in the meeting, a number of community leaders were present – the 
ANC, the Cpf, ward councillors, teachers and police officers in civilian 
clothes. But most active were a group of “youth” or “comrades”. A woman 
asserted, “The youth went around with a megaphone, calling everybody to 
the meeting. ‘Nobody must be shy!’” The marches and the meetings con-
tinued for weeks, and some residents increasingly feared them. More and 
more people were pointed out by other people. At least one house was burnt 
down, people were evicted and others were beaten up. one woman stated: 

You see, I am afraid that they will point at me. Everybody is afraid. I am 
thinking that I must leave [this place]. I am tired. [It] is much too busy now. 
Nobody wants to die alone, so they point to others as well. One of my neigh-
bours said, “You are lucky because you don’t have boys in the house. We are in 
trouble because we have boys”. 

She talks about those who try to protect the boys: “The community leaders 
say ‘the relatives are hiding the criminals’. The leaders say ‘you must stop 
hiding the criminals’. The leaders say, ‘you know who they are’ – but in the 
meantime, you don’t know anything about the criminals”.

for this particular woman, although she supported the anti-crime di-
mension of the young men’s activity, these incidents were all too similar 
to events that had taken place in Nkomazi (and elsewhere in rural South 
Africa, see ritchken 1996, Delius 1997, Niehaus 2001) when many young-
sters protested against the apartheid regime and witchcraft in 1986. “when 
they call”, she continues, “You must put aside what you do and go. if you 
cook or put your child to sleep, you go, because if you don’t, they will point 
to you next time”. But the events seemed to trouble not only this woman. 
The chairman of the police forum had mostly spoken in favour of the in-
cidents at the meeting, but had also tried to calm down the youth. They 
had replied with defiance: if he didn’t support them, they wouldn’t listen 
to him. in interviews, he asserted that he was desperately trying to control 
events. As a “community leader” he had to walk a fine line between assert-
ing control of responsible elders and the dangers of his being swept aside by 
the claims of the “comrades” or the “youth”. 

in many of these incidents where the “youth” strikes back there are ac-
cusations of witchcraft involved, which render the paradoxes that the older 
community leaders face more serious, as witchcraft is often the prerogative 
of the old (Jensen and Buur 2004). in the incident recounted above, the 
charges of witchcraft were less explicit, but the “youth” were looking for a 
controlling agent behind the “tollgate” gang with access to and control of 
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occult means of enrichment. The incidents occurred in what the apartheid 
regime called a “declared town”, that is, a town not under the control of 
a chief. However, in other instances the “comrades” directly challenge the 
gerontocratic rule, as they assert that the rural elite commits violent crimes 
in the pursuit of resources. in one such case, which i explore in detail else-
where (Jensen forthcoming), a sugar cane farmer was accused of killing 
neighbour and kin in order to turn them into zombies that would work 
his fields for free. The sugar cane farmer was intimately connected to the 
rural elites – chiefs, tribal councillors and landed men. while the incident 
lasted, the gerontocracy abstained from involving itself in support of one 
of its members, and for a brief period another moral community emerged, 
based on the fight against inequality, exploitation and injustice. in this 
brief period (less than two weeks) the “comrades” or the “youth”, other-
wise at the receiving end of everyday policing, asserted control vis-à-vis the 
gerontocracy. rather than being the defenders of a culturalistic rendition of 
the “right way”, the gerontocracy became those that incarnated the crimi-
nals, destroying the community.

This analysis feeds into the argument proposed by Jean and John 
Comaroff (1999) and peter Geschiere (1998). in their analyses, witchcraft 
accusations function as modes of explaining why some are getting richer 
while they, the accusers, are not. Through sordid nocturnal deeds, witches 
take the lifeblood of the poor in order to enrich themselves or those in 
whose service they are. in this way, the actions of the “comrades” are ways 
of contesting the rule of gerontocracy, while the Khukula represents the 
preservation and perpetuation of rural elite privilege. Hence policing, as a 
way of protecting and performing the moral community, relates intimately 
to reconfiguring class structures in the former homelands. Both sides of the 
new and deepening class divides produce and police the boundaries of the 
moral community and its constitutive outside – the witches, the robbers, 
the thieves and the murderers – in order to come to terms with, understand 
and preserve privileged access to resources and livelihoods. 

Conclusion: inequality and insecurity on the rural frontier
in this chapter, i have explored the relationship between reconfigurations 
of class and discourses of crime, expressed through the multiple forms of 
everyday policing on South Africa’s rural frontier. i suggest that crime has 
become the constitutive outside of moral communities: crime is what pre-
vents the community from assuming its full potential. However, neither 
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crime nor community exist in untransmutable, trans-historical form. They 
are as much produced through discourse as they are substantive entities. 
Those groups who are able to define crime and criminals have come a long 
way towards assuming the authority to define community. practices to un-
cover and punish criminals are community-producing performances, as 
well as attempts at eradicating crime. They are the performances of those 
who legitimately can lay claim to membership of the community and of 
those who are entitled to enjoy the livelihood benefits of post-apartheid 
development. in this way, insecurity (or attempts to do away with it) paves 
the way for reconfigurations of structures of inequality.

in Nkomazi, one group has most successfully claimed the right to de-
fine the moral community, that is, the gerontocracy. Through discourses of 
crime they protect their privileges and legitimate the increasing inequality 
on the frontier. Mozambicans have, by definition, forfeited their rights to 
protection and even livelihood, as they have a known criminal disposi-
tion. Young men steal and behave disrespectfully and, as such, should be 
punished. Most often, the punishment was carried out by the Khukula, the 
anti-crime movement closely linked to the tribal community and, ironi-
cally, to the state through its participation in state initiated anti-crime part-
nerships. Although the Khukula is not a permanent presence on the streets 
of the villages, the cultural, gendered and generational logic that brings it 
to life once in a while is. 

while Mozambican refugees and migrants have few public avenues for 
contesting the framing of them as criminal apart from tactics of dodging 
and evading (de Certeau 1984), young men of South African origin do. Al-
though they must submit to the practices of everyday policing while facing 
increased socioeconomic marginalisation, once in a while they manage to 
assert a different moral community parallel and even in opposition to the 
gerontocracy. By evoking the category of “youth” and “comrade”, they can 
be the protectors of a moral community of the dispossessed and the exploit-
ed. These categories invoke notions of the political struggle against apart-
heid, which stood in opposition to the rule of the gerontocracy. Crimes 
against this community constitute a different order of crime: witchcraft 
and bodily exploitation. in this way, everyday forms of policing as the per-
formances of different and competing notions of right and wrong provide 
one of the important languages – the language of the moral community 
– through which the reconfiguration of class, intertwined with culture, 
plays itself out on the frontier of the New South Africa. 
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Margins1
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introduction
in May 2005, the Zimbabwe government initiated a brutal urban “clean 
up” campaign called operation Murambatsvina (translated as operation 
restore order), weaving security and development discourses into its jus-
tification. This was a militarised, nation-wide operation aimed at “driv-
ing out the filth” and “restoring order” in all urban areas, which, not by 
chance, were the strongholds of the broad-based political opposition that 
the present regime had been attempting to crush since 2000. Accusations 
were made repeatedly by president Mugabe and other state officials in vari-
ous arenas against the “filth” and “criminals” occupying the now outlawed 
urban informal sector.2 Street vendors, tuck-shop owners and small-busi-
ness operators, including many with licences, were variously accused of 
operating illegally, stealing foreign currency from the state, creating health 
hazards or generating crime and violence. Similarly, own-built homes in 
high-density townships, some of which had been occupied for decades, 
were suddenly de-legalised in a conspicuous reversal of the de facto accept-
ance by the state since independence – and even encouragement after the 
introduction of structural adjustment policies in 1990 – of self-assisting 
activities especially, in trade and housing. in August 2005, a uN report 
claimed that up to 700,000 urban residents were deprived of either their 
homes or livelihoods, or both, and up to 2.4 million people overall were 
said to be affected by the operation.3 This initiative induced unprecedented 

1. i would like to thank Steffen Jensen for provocative discussions and comments re-
lated to earlier drafts of this chapter. the empirical material concerning the agrar-
ian margins draws on doctoral fieldwork undertaken in Zimbabwe in 1998–99. 

2. See for example “Siyaso demolished”, The Herald, 31 May 2005; “State to relocate 
informal traders”, The Herald, 2 June 2005; “Mugabe defends urban demolitions”, 
BBC News (on-line), 18 September 2005.

3. See “Harare’s hawkers go undercover”, Sunday Independent (SA), 31 July 2005; 
“Vending blitz hurting Zimbabwean hawkers”, Associated press, 20 September 
2005; “Zimbabwe arrests vendors”, new york Times, 8 october 2005.
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scales of poverty, homelessness and extreme vulnerability, particularly in 
terms of food security and health. 

Six months later, the situation remained dire, and yet the Mugabe gov-
ernment consistently refused to accept the humanitarian assistance being 
offered by the united Nations, denying there was any humanitarian crisis 
to address.4 indeed, the president claimed that the entire clean-up opera-
tion had been well designed and was linked to a “vast reconstruction pro-
gramme [of] properly planned accommodation, factory shells and vending 
stalls”. Zimbabwe, he said, “would not lower its urban living standards to 
allow for mud huts and bush latrines, and did not need ‘development in 
reverse’”.5 Evidence on the ground strongly refuted such claims (Solidarity 
peace trust 2005). However, even when a concession was eventually made 
about receiving some external support, it was on terms that donors found 
politically and financially questionable, with concerns that only those fa-
voured by the ruling party would benefit.6

Yet despite the specific partisan politics underscoring operation  
Murambtasvina and its aftermath, one of the key arguments in this chapter 
is that state cleansing7 and containment campaigns are a familiar aspect 
of historically continuous processes of state formation. These have been 
conducted in diverse settings and on differing scales, with the application 
of varying degrees of state or state-sanctioned violence, and have often fea-
tured forced displacement. Clearly, state violence – both in its overt expres-
sion as physical force and in terms of structural violence – is not an aber-
ration but rather an ever-present possibility and fairly common practice in 
contemporary African states. 

The focus in this chapter is on Zimbabwe’s post-colonial period wherein 
selected spaces and citizens, particularly in the margins, have been simulta-

4. See “in Zimbabwe, homeless belie leader’s claim”, new york Times, 13 Novem-
ber 2005; “Zimbabwe rejects uN assistance to provide shelter to victims”, People’s 
Daily (China), 3 November 2005. 

5. See “Mugabe defends urban demolitions”, BBC News (on-line), 18 September 
2005.

6. See “Zimbabwe agrees to uN aid for demolition victims”, Mail & Guardian (SA), 
16 November 2005; “Donors wary of funding housing programme”, iriN (uN), 
17 November 2005.

7. Cleansing in this sense is in direct contrast to the ritual cleansings evoked as forms 
of healing to resolve the legacies of both the liberation war and post-independence 
conflict and violence. regarding the latter, see Alexander et al. 2000, Eppel 2005.
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neously criminalised and securitised through particular state campaigns,8 
producing a form of highly uneven, perverse, or for some even “denied” 
development (Bracking 2005). Examples of such campaigns since inde-
pendence in 1980 include among others: the arbitrary rounding up of 
and assaults on “single” urban women in 1983 who, if unable to prove on 
demand that they were attached to a husband, father or employer, were 
accused of being prostitutes, arrested and sent off to rural re-education 
camps; the ethno-politicidal Gukurahundi campaign in Matabeleland and 
Midlands provinces in the mid-1980s, ostensibly aimed at “weeding out” 
so-called dissidents, yet in practice aimed at destroying the-then opposition 
party, ZApu, and terrorising its actual or assumed constituencies (CCJp 
& lrf 1997, pohjolainen-Yap 2001); and frequent cases of forced evic-
tions of “squatters” and other unwanted settlers within both communal 
and commercial farming areas,9 the most dramatic example being the sus-
tained post-2000 eviction of thousands of white commercial farmers and 
hundreds of thousands of black farm workers as part of the so-called radi-
cal land reform programme (Hammar et al. 2003, Sachikonye 2003).

A common characteristic of these campaigns has been the practice of 
identifying a dangerous other and then cleansing (by fire, demolition or 
displacement) or containing (by imprisonment, intimidation, torture or 
even death) the said danger. usually, these acts have been justified publicly 
through invoking the law or in terms of particular administrative, devel-
opmental or moral-political projects. This combination of discourses has 
attempted to portray an image of the responsible and/or caring state that 
nonetheless is able to assert its full sovereignty and exclude from develop-
ment or security those it deems unworthy or defines as enemies of the state 
(Hammar 2003, worby 2003). 

Yet while violent state practices have both increased and become in-
creasingly visible in Zimbabwe’s worsening crisis since 2000,10 more needs 
to be known in general about how criminalised and securitised subjects 
themselves experience and respond to acts of state violence and exclusion. 
Countering the over-privileging of state perspectives in much of the lit-
erature on the security-development nexus, this chapter argues for closer 

8. By “securitised” here, i mean that they have become both the objects and subjects 
of security policies and practices. 

�. for trends in state evictions since 1980, see for example Moyo 1995, Moore 1999, 
Nyambara 2001, Matondi 2001, Alexander 2003.

10. See, for example, Hammar et al. 2003, Human rights watch 2003, raftopoulos 
and Savage 2005, Solidarity peace trust 2005. 
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(ethnographic) attention to the ways in which those violated and excluded 
by the state attempt to interrupt these practices so as to redefine the terms 
of their entitlement to livelihoods, security and belonging, and to re-legiti-
mise their own citizenship. The chapter explores this through the lens of a 
local-state eviction of migrant farmers in the agrarian margins of northwest 
Zimbabwe in the late 1990s. 

it begins by outlining the political-economic context in which migrant 
farmers moved into the remote area in question from which they were sub-
sequently brutally evicted, and discussing the ways in which discourses of 
violence, security and development played into trans-local contestations 
over land, legitimacy, authority and belonging. The core of the chapter, 
however, examines the ways in which the evictees responded to their crimi-
nalisation and displacement. This is traced primarily through the practices 
and narratives of tendai Mabika, one of the central figures in the process of 
resistance and redefinition and a key leader in the evictee community who, 
in the eyes of the local state, became the embodiment of the dangerous 
outsider – one of the “less desirable forms of life” – needing to be removed. 
while deconstructing such labels, through Mabika we simultaneously gain 
insight into the complexity and messiness of local resistance and redefini-
tion and learn that there is nothing automatically “pure” about those vic-
timised by the state.

reshaping production and power in the agrarian  
margins
in late 1997, the Gokwe North rural District Council (GNrDC) violently 
evicted up to 140 migrant farmer households from a place called Vumba, 
in a remote corner of the district in northwest Zimbabwe. Despite the mi-
grants’ strongly asserting that they had followed the correct land allocation 
procedures when they first arrived in the area in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, the council subsequently accused them of being illegal, of being 
squatters. The council had been trying for some years to remove them from 
where they were settled in communal lands bordering a state national park 
on one side and a safari area on the other. Decades earlier, in the late 1950s, 
the area had been used for dumping tonga communities forcibly displaced 
by the colonial government from the Zambezi valley when construction 
began on kariba dam, and had since then remained a neglected part of 
the country. Yet this started to change during the 1990s as the economic 
value of wildlife became more evident and the productive potential of such 
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marginal spaces began to be redefined (Moyo 2000). This contributed to 
the popularisation of a home-grown approach to community-managed 
natural resources that both drew on and expanded global environmental 
discourses.11 Consequently, in places like Vumba new opportunities arose 
for substantial revenue generation from various kinds of safari-related ac-
tivities both for private safari operators and rural district councils, as well 
as for local communities (Murphree 1990). 

The 1990s was a decade in which public sector funds had steadily di-
minished and pressures had been mounting on rural District Councils 
(rDCs) – newly constituted in 1993 through decentralisation reforms – to 
generate their own revenues. income sources for rDCs were limited, es-
pecially in the poorest districts (usually those in the least productive agro-
ecological zones), where there was no substantial commercial farming that 
could generate unit taxes from privately owned land. This was the case 
in Gokwe North. Even the very productive small-scale cotton farming in 
some parts of the district, because it was being undertaken on untaxable 
communal land, brought no revenues directly to the council. in such cir-
cumstances, turning dry and seemingly ecologically fragile lands in the 
margins into joint-venture community-managed wildlife areas – in a sense 
“rewildernising” the agrarian margins (Hammar 2001a) – promised in-
come (for example, from hunting licences) not only to communities but 
also to councils, by way of lucrative management fees. 

This was also a time in which rDCs had begun to assert their recently 
devolved political and developmental authority, facilitated by the prom-
ulgation of the 1988 rural District Councils Act. it was at this juncture 
that the Gokwe North rDC found itself confronting what it viewed as 
a recalcitrant group of migrant farmers in Vumba. The council had been 
hoping to establish a safari lodge precisely where the Vumba farmers were 
settled, and, through decidedly opaque practices, had redefined the area 
as a wildlife “buffer zone”. This required the manufacture of what Sundar 
(2001) calls “new legal geographies”, in which “legal categories are used to 
construct and differentiate material spaces which, in turn, acquire a legal 
potency that has a direct bearing on those using and traversing such spac-
es”. it was primarily on the basis of the buffer zone that the council applied 
to the courts to issue summons for the eviction of the migrant farmers, now 
labelled squatters. 

11. CAMpfirE (Communal Area Management programme for indigenous resourc-
es) in fact became internationally renowned.
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Earlier attempts by the council to persuade the newcomers to leave the 
area had failed. These farmers, who against great odds had begun to grow 
cotton and other crops fairly successfully in this far-flung corner of the 
district, persistently refused to go on the grounds of their being “correctly” 
settled there. They were easily able to name which traditional leaders they 
had approached on arrival in Vumba, in which order, to request the al-
location of plots. Many of the tonga leaders confirmed this. Despite the 
fact that legislative reforms after independence had given rural local gov-
ernment councils land allocation authority – albeit always retaining some 
level of ambivalence in relation to traditional leaders – in practice chiefs, 
headmen and kraalheads were still considered by most rural residents as 
having the legitimate authority to decide on who should have land, where 
and how much. 

Subsequent to the local allocation of plots, many, though not all of the 
newcomers had then visited the council to obtain a “letter of removal”, a 
form of documentary evidence that acknowledged and on some level “le-
galised” their move from one district to another. These letters constitute 
part of what Das (2004:234) has called “the documentary practices of the 
state”, which together with “the utterances that embody it … acquire a 
life in the practices of the community”. The absence or loss of such letters 
(many during the eviction itself) – or denial by the council of having is-
sued them at all – would later contribute to the criminalisation of selected 
households, and fuel accusations of their illegality. Yet even where such 
letters of removal could be proven to exist, in the moment of eviction they 
lost their illusory power of protection, revealing not only “the blurred lines 
between law and its violation”, but more generally the “illegibility of the 
state, the unreadability of its rules and regulations” (Das 2004:234).

from the council’s point of view, the forced removal was fully justified 
by the “fact” that the migrant settlers in Vumba were illegal squatters, law-
less, uncontrollable. in addition, they were portrayed by the council (and a 
handful of their tonga allies in Vumba), as “foreign” and outsiders, clearly 
distinct from the “authentic” tonga firstcomers, insiders. furthermore, 
their public resistance and insistence on their rights to land and belong-
ing subverted both the council’s and the local tonga chief ’s assertions of 
authority, and challenged the state’s sovereignty and project of political 
hegemony in the margins. Added to this, the ruling ZANu (pf) party had 
a record of crushing any form of emerging leadership independent of its 
own control (Alexander and McGregor 2003), and the rebelliousness and 
organising capacity of some of the migrant households in resisting removal 
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had begun to seem far too spirited and independent. As such, in addition 
to the economic and administrative pressures on the council, a convergence 
of various political histories and discourses of danger and criminality came 
to bear on its justifications for removing the migrants from Vumba. As the 
chief executive officer of the council commented one year after the evic-
tion:

We were saying these people illegally settled in the area, because if you had 
not been given permission by the council to settle in a given area you were 
actually classified as a squatter. So from our point of view those people were 
squatters. At the same time, what actually happens is that, you know, these 
people become lawless, like they wouldn’t even allow any civil servants, any 
workers from government I would say, to go there for their normal duties. And 
they had no respect for the chief … Because of this lack of respect, they were 
trying to actually establish themselves as a certain, sort-of separate entity, you 
know, with their own sort of leaders … They thought that they could actually 
represent themselves in whatever they were doing. Their own authority, they 
stamped their own authority.12

Criminalising the settlers on multiple levels had a dual effect in undermin-
ing their legitimacy and inclusion within the realms of sovereignty. first, it 
undermined them in “civic” terms, as worthy citizens of a common nation 
with rights to development and equal protection under the law. Second, 
it undermined them in “customary” terms, as “ethnic” subjects entitled 
to rights, resources and protection within the more localised traditional 
framework governing the communal lands. increasingly, then, they be-
came the unworthy, the excludable.

But what ultimately legitimised the use of violence by the council was 
the consistent interpretation and portrayal of Vumba, and certain of its 
inhabitants, as already violent and dangerous.13 in the council’s minutes 
over several years prior to the 1997 eviction, there were recurring references 
to the migrant settlers as hostile, uncooperative and belligerent. Some were 
in fact arrested in 1995 for threatening and assaulting council officials, 
following an attempted eviction exercise at that time. The point here is not 
to refute the existence of violence in Vumba itself, but rather to assert that 

12. interview with Alan Chinho, Nembudziya, 10 october 1998.
13. See Das and kleinman (2000:4) for a discussion of the devastating effects elsewhere 

(Yugoslavia) of the essentialising attribution of a form of dangerous subjectivity to 
the inhabitants of a particular territory, consistently defined as a “violence-prone 
area”, marked by an inherent “culture of violence”.
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the council consistently magnified a certain image of violence in order to 
justify its own violent intrusions, ostensibly as a means of restoring stability 
and order. This constitutes part of the state’s ongoing and complementary 
projects of legitimating itself and policing the periphery. 

local logics of entitlement and exclusion
in the course of the evictions during September and october 1997, many 
of the evictees’ homes and food granaries were either burnt or demolished 
and much property – including furniture, clothing, kitchen utensils, farm 
implements and small livestock – was damaged or lost. The majority were 
forcibly removed from the area, although some managed to find tempo-
rary shelter with neighbours and friends nearby. There were some alleged 
beatings and rough treatment during the eviction and there was mention 
of teargas being used. lorries were hired by the council to ferry people 
and their remaining possessions to the nearest business centre some 40 
kilometres away at Chitekete, where they were dumped “on the tar” and 
left to fend for themselves outdoors without adequate shelter or provisions, 
just at the onset of the rainy season. They spent almost five months under 
extremely poor conditions, during which time many claimed to have fallen 
ill from lack of clean drinking water and proper sanitation. Evictees’ nar-
ratives of their experiences were marked by a mixture of humiliation, be-
trayal, anger and loss. The loss was expressed in relation to physical homes 
and material belongings – usually listed in great detail – and also to overall 
security and certainty. Not least, there was the loss of faith in a government 
for whom blood was shed during the liberation struggle, a struggle fought 
in large part over the right to land. 

Throughout this period, a small and active committee of evictees led 
by tendai Mabika (not his real name) worked closely first with legal Aid 
at the university of Zimbabwe, and then with Zimrights, a local human 
rights organisation, to appeal against the eviction through the courts. 
what they finally achieved was not a formal rejection of the legitimacy or 
legality of the eviction itself, which was unlikely given that such evictions 
were normalised by state policies and practices. instead, based somewhat 
ironically on a technicality – namely, the incorrect delivery of summons by 
the council to the evictees – the presiding magistrate issued a “rescission of 
judgement” on 25 february 1998, and ordered all the evictees to return to 
Vumba, albeit under temporary and uncertain terms.
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when they returned to Vumba in february 1998, houses and granaries 
had to be rebuilt, neglected fields cleared and new crops planted where 
possible before the advent of the next rains in october 1998. in the course 
of their eviction, much of their livestock had been lost, and having been 
evicted at the start of the rains in 1997, the evictees had been unable to 
cultivate their crops during the 1997–98 growing season. This meant los-
ing not only that year’s harvest, but without receipts for the sale of cotton 
to the cotton companies for that season, they were also unable to receive 
credit for essential inputs for the next season’s crop. The denial of access to 
the means to generate livelihoods from their fields for such an extended pe-
riod had inevitably undermined household food security. issues of hunger 
and a continued sense of insecurity were constant preoccupations. There 
were also allegations made by several evictees that the council had denied 
them access to food grain under the national grain loan scheme after their 
return to Vumba.14 Thus despite the “victory” of their return to Vumba, 
overlapping material, emotional, legal and other needs among the returnee 
community required urgent attention. As Jackson (2004:37) writes, “what 
destroys us is not loss in itself, but the lack of what we need to go on”. 

it was at this point that tendai Mabika re-emerged as a critical figure in 
the evolving struggles over entitlement to land, authority and belonging in 
Vumba. Mabika was both a charismatic and, by local standards, relatively 
well-educated man who travelled comfortably between worlds – rural and 
urban, political and religious, pragmatic and intellectual – imbuing him 
with great skills of articulation and translation. with “own knowledge” 
political experience, and the airs and ambitions of a modernising pioneer, 
he was easily portrayed by his critics as the embodiment of arrogance and, 
as the owner of a gun, as potentially dangerous. Being politically active and 
outspoken against both the council and various local tonga leaders made 
him a ready target for these and other accusations, some undoubtedly justi-
fied. 

repeatedly, Mabika was the target of the council’s frustration and fury 
at being denied access to the land it wanted to use for the safari lodge, and 
at having its authority publicly challenged. Symbolised as the dangerous 
outsider, by association this label encompassed all his supporters whom 
the council could then legitimately, even heroically, remove from Vumba 
with the promise of restoring “peace and stability”. An awareness of this 

14. in present-day Zimbabwe, the politicisation of food aid and denial of essential 
food to impoverished opposition supporters has been widely documented. See, for 
example, Human rights watch 2003.
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made some evictees ambivalent about supporting him openly. His complex 
character – combining immense energy, commitment and tactical ability 
in defending the rights of his fellow evictees with a shrewd manoeuvring 
of relationships and resources to strengthen his own authority – did little 
to protect him from attack. That he was viewed as autocratic and even 
threatening by some of the evictees themselves, only served to deepen the 
council’s case against him. 

But returning now to the aftermath of the eviction, together with his 
committee Mabika had continued to try and find ways and means for the 
evictees to remain in Vumba legally, as well as to get compensation for 
destroyed property, travelling when he could to provincial towns and to 
Harare to seek support from politicians or NGos willing to provide legal 
assistance. Those evictees he represented in Vumba were required to pay 
“subscriptions” (elsewhere called “buffer zone fees”) to help with the costs 
of such journeys. in fact, an out-of-court agreement between the council 
and the evictees (represented by Zimrights) in october 1998 had conclud-
ed that the evictees would be allowed to remain in Vumba until after the 
harvest in August 1999, when they would have to move to alternative land 
to be shown to them by the council by January 1999. However, in the short 
term there was the more pressing problem of how to regenerate livelihoods 
and food security. 

Having lost access to the credit facility previously provided by the cot-
ton companies, by early January 1999 Mabika was searching desperately 
for alternative sources of credit support for essential farm inputs. using his 
contacts and skills of persuasion to great effect, he was able to secure donor 
funds for a local development project that would supply basic inputs for 
cotton farming such as fertiliser, herbicides and pesticides to the evicted 
households.15 importantly, and deliberately, the project did not include any 
investment in fixed infrastructure or long-term services, and hence in no 
way seemed to contradict or undermine the existing out-of-court agree-
ment that the evictees would later relocate.

Yet for both pragmatic and political reasons, the project was not chan-
nelled through the council, inevitably provoking a backlash from the coun-
cil, given the obsession with control over resources by most state authori-
ties. This exemplifies ferme’s (2004:82) notion of the state as “an apparatus 
of capture that operates through specific places”. on the pragmatic side, 

15. the details and complexities of this process (including my own enrolment in it 
by Mabika), and the highly uneven and unpredictable effects of the project are 
discussed in Hammar (2001b). 
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timing was of the essence. it was critical to apply inputs to the crops before 
the end of the rains in April, but preferably before the end of february. Go-
ing through government bureaucracy would have created delays that may 
well have made the inputs irrelevant. At the same time, politically it was 
not feasible to go through the council, given the deep animosity between 
the council and the evictees and the latters’ fear that their initiative would 
be sabotaged or diverted by the council for its own (exclusionary) purposes. 
instead, the project was channelled through a registered non-governmental 
organisation (NGo) that was already established in the area with the coun-
cil’s knowledge and approval. in addition, it was understood that the chief 
and other local leadership would be directly involved in the project, which 
in addition to the farm inputs included a component of supplementary 
child feeding for all children in the area. 

Despite the formalities of working through the NGo, and promises to 
establish a more widely representative project committee in Vumba, Ma-
bika and his evictee committee took charge of the project. They diligently 
undertook all the arduous work of loading and transporting thousands of 
heavy bags of fertiliser and other goods from Chitekete business centre 
to Vumba, using cattle-drawn scotch carts and one tractor to traverse al-
most non-existent roads and semi-flooded rivers. However, things began 
to get very messy once the goods arrived in Vumba. Complex processes of 
discipline and punishment, accumulation and denial, inclusion and exclu-
sion, came into play. in the end, the project not only alienated the council 
further but precipitated and deepened divisions in Vumba and within the 
evictee community itself. 

Despite the fact that the project designers had set up all the appropri-
ate technical mechanisms and local committees to ensure transparent, fair 
and accountable distribution of the various inputs – in the manner of “the 
good development project” – most of these procedures were either ignored, 
distorted or co-opted by Mabika and his committee. The basis of the distri-
bution had been a carefully compiled – and, until the project was initiated, 
previously unattainable – list of names of evicted households, together with 
their plot sizes and acreage under cotton cultivation in Vumba, verified 
by individual signatures. The list of apparently all 140 evicted households 
had been prepared by Mabika and his committee. However, it appeared 
to be seriously flawed if not partly fraudulent. Allegations were made that 
some of the names on it were of people no longer living in Vumba, or in 
some cases no longer even alive. other names, it was reported, were either 
of spouses or dependent children of individuals already named on the list. 
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There were some evictees resident in Vumba whose names had been placed 
on the list without their knowledge, and others whose names had been left 
out altogether. Besides this, once the actual distribution began, the well-
planned calculation of who was entitled to what according to indicated 
plot size and cultivation requirements, was entirely dismissed. There were 
evictees, it was claimed, who received far more than they were entitled to 
according to the distribution criteria, and others who received less than 
stated in the distribution schedule, or indeed nothing at all. in addition, 
there were migrant settlers from non-evicted households who allegedly re-
ceived inputs, some of these apparently substantial. 

following these widespread accusations, the NGo responsible for the 
project was compelled to initiate a local evaluation of what had happened, 
which confirmed many of the allegations. what was perhaps most striking 
about the comments made by different members of the evictee community 
was their deep sense of betrayal by Mabika, described by one evictee as “a 
rough man [that] distorted the gift for all the evicted households”. on the 
one hand, those excluded from the distribution of inputs were scathing 
about the leadership that had “shown us oppression”, that had “distorted 
distribution and they did not handle us with care”. for many, however, it 
had been a surprise that things had turned out this way. it was evident that 
most of the evictees had not anticipated that Mabika would exclude them, 
in particular penalising those who had not paid “subscriptions”. Many 
seemed to have viewed him as a “genuine leader” concerned for their well-
being, making their sense of betrayal that much deeper. Yet it seemed there 
was a violent dimension to his leadership style, to his mode of politics, if 
you will, that the debacle of the project exposed somewhat dramatically, 
revealing an image of him more closely aligned with that portrayed by the 
council. 

According to several accounts, on the supposed day of distribution of 
the farm inputs at Mabika’s own homestead (rather than at the school as 
stated in the project document), he had met people there with a gun in 
hand. This was allegedly used to intimidate those who had not supported 
him, those not of his “faction”.16 As one man recounted, Mabika had said 
that, “all those who didn’t pay buffer zone donations were not going to 

16. there were a number of different groupings among the evictees, some of whom 
allied themselves with Mabika, while others felt at different points more secure in 
being loyal to the local tonga leadership, and in some cases were indeed offered a 
degree of protection.
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receive anything”.17 This violated the stated principles and procedures of 
the project, which clearly defined the farm inputs as being for all evictee 
households. Yet, as another man commented: 

[W]hen we heard it was for all people evicted we went to Mabika’s house and 
saw him with the rifle. He never talked to anyone. He gave that task to his 
committee. His deputy said, “anyone who did not pay the buffer zone fee will 
receive nothing. Only those names I call”. Then they started to call out names 
and my name was not called, even though my name was on the list. With my 
neighbour, we left for home. The way Mabika behaves, he uses intimidation. 
We once attended another meeting at the school. The councillor wasn’t there. 
Mabika then said, “I myself alone can speak with my gun”.18

Besides the distortions of distribution produced by and through the list 
that Mabika and his committee had compiled, the list in itself was also 
significant for the wider struggles over land, authority and belonging in 
Vumba. No matter how partial or inaccurate, it represented a concrete as-
sertion by Mabika of the continued presence of the evictees in Vumba and 
their intention to stay. The list constituted not only a set of names, but a 
set of names of farmers attached to particular plots of land they intended to 
go on cultivating. in this sense, it was an overt and powerfully subversive 
act of “naming and claiming”. At the same time, it was a symbolic tool 
through which Mabika could envisage expanding his authority beyond just 
the sphere of the evictees. By bringing the list into being, he could assert 
control over previously hidden information about the evictees. By offering 
it as a gift of “truth” both to the donors supporting the project, and to me 
as a researcher, it became his currency for generating material resources, but 
also for extending the scope and legitimacy of his authority in Vumba. 

Narrations of loss and retrieval19

At the time of our first meeting in Harare in September 1998 in the offices 
of a local NGo working in Vumba, Mabika was 70. His life story paral-

17. interview with DS, Vumba, 26 April 1999.
18. interview with GM, Vumba, 26 April 1999. this last comment has a disturbing 

resonance with Mugabe’s rhetoric concerning the use of the gun. See for example 
Meredith 2002. 

1�. All the quotes and material for this section draw on transcripts of numerous inter-
views conducted with Mabika in both Vumba and Harare between october 1998 
and July 1999.
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leled that of many of the other newcomers in Vumba – and in the agrar-
ian margins more generally – in that it was a tale of multiple migrations, 
both voluntary and forced, stretching from his childhood in Mberengwa 
district in the 1930s until his move to Vumba in 1991. This latter he had 
hoped would be his last. Mabika’s dreams of studying beyond three years 
of secondary school education had been dashed by the realities of poverty, 
but his schooling had allowed him to do temporary teaching in the rural 
areas during the 1950s. in the 1960s, he had mainly worked for construc-
tion companies in Harare and smaller towns, but jobs became scarce in the 
1970s, forcing him to return to Mberengwa, where he survived mainly by 
piecework, building huts and houses for others. The area had been too dry 
and depleted to allow for cash crop production. During this same period, 
he was exposed to the nationalist liberation struggle and his political con-
sciousness grew: 

These political leaders came preaching the gospel of freedom. We heard it and 
really knew we were oppressed. We joined the party, ZAPU. Our job was to 
preach the gospel of freedom to others in our community. When independence 
came, we thought we were free. We were happy. We thought we were free from 
colonialism. We didn’t know things were to change later.

After independence and through much of the 1980s, he managed to work 
again as a rural teacher. But like many others without formal teaching 
qualifications, he was eventually dismissed from his post in favour of those 
who were trained. After this he returned home “to plough”, having by then 
found land in a resettlement area in kadoma district. But the land there 
was poor too and the prospects for the future dismal, prompting him to 
move again.

And so in 1991, I had to move again to this area [Vumba]. Some people from 
this area were telling us there was good land and then I had to seek for a place. 
Then I had to cross-examine to see if it was suitable for cultivation, and I saw 
that it was. I had to seek the kraalheads and ask for land, and they allocated 
me some. We went through those procedures. The land allocated to me is the 
land I’m on today.

like many of his fellow migrants, here Mabika establishes the basis for his 
legitimacy in Vumba, reiterated many times over in different interviews. 
it is an assertion that combines his authenticity as a farmer, a man of the 
soil, together with his authenticity as a citizen of a specific place – albeit an 
ethnic citizen in Mamdani’s (1996a) terms – observing and protected by 
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its (customary) laws. At other moments, both in relation to his organising 
for legal defence against further eviction and demanding compensation 
from the council for destroyed property, he asserts his civic citizenship in 
relation to statutory laws, national politics and international standards of 
justice and human rights. 

These latter discourses became more explicit in his narratives about the 
eviction itself, and the way in which the newcomers’ land was redefined as 
a buffer zone and they were themselves labelled squatters by the council:

People were shown land only to be shown it belongs to the animals. Then they 
had to call us squatters. How can a man be a squatter if he followed the right 
procedures to get land? If they wanted a project that would benefit us all, they 
could’ve explained it to us. The problem is that they came telling a lie that we 
were squatters.

 The eviction itself was described by him during one interview at his own 
home in Vumba through a physical demonstration of those parts of his 
homestead burnt or destroyed by the council, and “measured” through a 
specification of items lost in the process. 

That was my fowl run. Fifty broilers, fifty others, twenty-five layers, there 
where those pots are. This was maize stock. I had fifteen tonnes or more of 
maize. There, my wife had to put some bundles of thatching grass. Here was 
the granary where I stocked about fifteen tonnes of grain. There were tyres in 
the roof that was burnt down. I had about twenty-four pigeons. My herbicides, 
pesticides, tyres and tubes for my scotch carts, all destroyed. 

This act of naming of “objects on which violence leaves its mark” (Mehta 
and Chatterji 2001:210) seemed to be a way to apprehend in the present 
that which might otherwise remain invisible but which must be witnessed 
and remembered. At the same time it reinforced, through such quantifica-
tion, Mabika’s ongoing battle with the council over what he referred to as 
“reparations”. At a later point, when the council was supposed to show the 
original evictees alternative land on which to be resettled, Mabika insisted 
that “we should be paid for our burnt property before we can be resettled. 
we shall discuss about land allocation after paying”. time and again he 
expressed his faith in the law and the courts, and yet he was not blind to 
its partiality. At one point, pondering on what he viewed as the council’s 
veiled acknowledgement of its culpability in the eviction and its responsi-
bility for compensating the evictees for their losses, he asked, “if the coun-
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cil has admitted that they did wrong, why hasn’t the law accused them for 
doing wrong?”

Mabika’s sense of injustice and betrayal was geared not only towards the 
council but was also directed at the tonga leadership with whom there had 
been growing animosity, especially since the eviction and his subsequent 
return. However, he described the tensions as having started some years 
earlier, when the kraalhead of his village had attempted to take back some 
of his land:

The first sign of harassment was by my kraalhead himself. The land he allo-
cated himself, he said “you have jumped the demarcation line”. He came with 
other neighbours to my land. They wanted to cut a piece of � acres. He wanted 
to give it to his son. 

Mabika refused to budge. At this point, he was still on good terms both 
with the then chief, and even with the district administrator, who had writ-
ten a letter in support of his claim, ensuring he could hold on to his land. 

However, his own sense of betrayal was increasingly portrayed in eth-
nic terms. Ethnicity in itself was not a key source or site of conflict when 
the migrants first began arriving in Vumba in the late 1980s and early 
1990s. Yet as time passed and the council began pushing to control the 
“buffer zone” in order to establish a safari lodge, the category of newcomer 
– linked, however incorrectly, to being “Shona”20 – began to be reframed 
first as squatter, then dangerous outsider, then unwanted evictee, then bel-
ligerent returnee. with encouragement from the council, some of the ton-
ga leadership and households began to view and portray Mabika’s group as 
“blocking development” in the area.

Mabika was keenly attuned to this growing politics of difference. in a 
large public meeting in Vumba in october 1998, he appealed to his fel-
low evictees: “Can you see there is no-one in the tonga land who likes 
us, only Siachalema”, naming an older tonga resident also evicted by the 
council. on another occasion, he claimed that tonga village development 
committees and the local councillor were saying openly that, “no authority 
should be given to a Shona person. Segregation is there, just like that.” Else-
where, continuing with this theme, he noted with some bitterness: “tongas 
thought ‘our prosperity and fame is lost to the Shona’. in my committee 
there were tongas and Shonas. But they didn’t like a Shona man to lead 
in the area”. At the same time, Mabika acknowledged the openness of the 

20. Although Shona-speaking migrants were predominant, the range of ethnicities of 
migrant farmers in Vumba was much more varied than this.
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younger incumbent chief, whom he viewed as treating all his subjects “as 
one”. However, this was largely superseded by Mabika’s defensive blaming 
of the local leadership for ethnic tensions in the area. This conveniently 
masked some of the patronising ways in which both he and some of his fel-
low migrants constructed themselves as modern and progressive relative to 
“the tonga”. This was a sentiment not lost on some of the tonga leadership, 
who were openly scathing of Mabika and the newcomers, accusing them of 
being arrogant, disrespectful and at times even dangerous. in this context, 
the trope of Shona-ness (incorporating any or all outsiders, whether Shona 
or not) became for some a singular marker of unwelcome otherness, of 
unworthiness.

with regard to the question of party-political leadership in the area, 
Mabika had been very active after his arrival in establishing ruling party 
structures in Vumba, which had been largely absent until then. Yet as with 
many of Mabika’s “good intentions”, they had had contradictory effects:

I knew there was such a great tension between Shonas and Tongas since the 
things we wanted to do in 1992/�. We wanted our own party committee, 
trying to unite everyone through politics. Those who were councillors or 
kraalheads thought I was after their rule. They thought I wanted to grab the 
chieftainship. 

inevitably, tensions arose. reports were made to the council. Mabika 
was accused of trying to start his own political party in Vumba called  
Zvidozvavanhu (people’s wishes). He defused the situation by assuring the 
soldiers and police sent to his home that he was involved in building up 
ZANu (pf). in fact, Mabika did successfully build up the ruling party in 
the Vumba area. working together with others, party branch committees 
were indeed formed and a district committee elected, of which Mabika 
became chairman. However, at a later date, as the council grew wary of 
his growing political influence and his central role in organising resistance 
to its efforts to evict settlers, it requested the party’s provincial committee 
to nullify Mabika’s chairmanship, which it did. This was repeated later on 
when Mabika stood for council elections. The council was closely aligned 
with, if not “under” the ruling party. Thus, despite being successfully nom-
inated as party candidate and reportedly voted in as councillor for his area 
in 1997, again Mabika’s successful election was allegedly nullified jointly 
by the party and the council. 

Mabika professed not to bear a grudge about being politically sidelined, 
emphasising instead that what he opposed was corruption and dishonesty:
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I don’t care if they don’t include me. I’m not a man that can revenge in any 
way. We should cooperate, that’s what I always tell them. Some are alright [in 
Vumba]. But the leaders – Village Development Committee (VIDCO) chair-
men, kraalheads – they oppose. If the council itself had dissolved, starting 
with new leaders, we would have better thinking. There are corrupt leaders 
today in the council. They influence our leaders here.

Such accusations need to be set against the extensive list of allegations and 
even evidence about Mabika in his own dubious dealings with the Vumba 
project and the list. And yet over and over, in different contexts, he em-
phasised the need for truth and honesty, at times using Christian idioms 
to strengthen his truth claims. He often represented himself as “one who 
tells the truth”, as his own version of his role in the tainted Vumba project 
attests:

I’m a father of children. I can’t be so disastrous. I must be very aware. I am 
responsible; better than other men, not a thief. What did I steal? I’m trying to 
help the community, to discuss and shake hands together as fellow Zimbabwe-
ans. They can tell any lie about me. But the truth will ever conquer, I tell you 
this. I’m not crooked. I walk straight.

Mabika’s paradoxes were numerous. Even while accusations of intimida-
tion and exclusion were made against him in relation to the Vumba project, 
he continually portrayed himself as a man committed to peace and unity 
as compared with others’ attempts to “divide”. He even accused the NGo 
that had helped facilitate the project of “dividing people” on ethnic grounds 
through a much earlier youth empowerment project geared initially only 
towards the tonga community. Making productive use of the organisa-
tion’s claims to be “uprooting poverty”, he portrayed himself as being there 
“to uproot divisions”. in late 1998, one of the staff members of the NGo 
mentioned that “Shona” villagers from Vumba had approached the organi-
sation through its local coordinating committee, “pleading” to be included 
in their activities. This, she astutely observed, was “about recognition of 
their permanence in the area”.

like many of his fellow evictees, Mabika had spent a lifetime of migra-
tions in search of a secure future, restarting his life over and over again. His 
resilience, inventiveness and optimism were admirable, but given his age, 
the toll that these endless searches for security for himself and his family 
had taken on him were beginning to show. what Vumba represented then 
was more than a battleground of opposing wills involving himself and his 
committee against the council, or against the tonga leadership. Clearly he 
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was a man driven by his own notion of “justice”, and his skills and force of 
character fitted him to be a leader. But he was equally a man battered by 
multiple disappointments, displacements and marginalities, and in need of 
security and a reliable income. it seemed to be an understatement when, 
one late afternoon sitting beside his home, he said quite simply, “The land 
is what we really want. it’s very productive. Getting out of the area is a great 
loss.” like many others, Mabika was desperate to find a place of belonging 
that was essential not only for himself but as a legacy for his large family. 
But this was not to be.

Epilogue
in December 1999, two years after the original Vumba eviction, The Stand-
ard newspaper carried a report with the headline “Gokwe boots out vil-
lagers to make way for wildlife project”. The Zimrights executive director, 
Munyaradzi Bidi, was reported as saying that “around 114 villagers had 
been affected by the evictions and the destruction of property that oc-
curred on 17 November this year”.21 Bidi described the eviction, carried 
out by the Gokwe North rural District Council, as a “blatant disregard for 
human dignity and a disgrace”. in addition, he noted that it was unlawful 
with respect to the out-of-court settlement reached in october 1998, as 
well as a stay of execution granted by the courts in mid-November 1999 
to stop the council from evicting the settlers again. Besides the council’s 
own conduct, it appeared that a series of procedural irregularities, miscom-
munications and incompetence within the court system were identified as 
contributing to the “illegal action”. The governor for Midlands and the 
district administrator were both alleged to be “very much aware of what 
was going on”.

it would be hard to refute the evidence that tendai Mabika was vindic-
tively targeted in the whole exercise. The report quoted Bidi as follows: 

In one particular case, a villager, [Tendai Mabika],22 had his entire homestead 
razed to the ground, including his granary which had been reduced to ashes. 
[Mabika], who vocally opposed the council, suffered the most losses with 
nearly everything he owned being destroyed or taken away. His 24 (90kg) bags 
of maize were taken away by the council, and out of 26 cattle in his kraal, only 

21. this figure was 114 villagers, as opposed to households. Compared with the overall 
population affected by the previous eviction, this constituted – at a very rough 
estimate – perhaps only 13 per cent of the evictees.

22. His real name was given.
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one remained. Worse still, four of [Mabika’s] children, aged between four and 
1�, were inexplicably taken away by the raiding party without their parents, 
and dumped at an abandoned minesite in Buchwa Mine.23

in the correspondence i received from Mabika in the years that followed, 
he continued against all the odds to try to return to Vumba and to fight 
for “reparations” for all he had lost on account of the council. in neither 
sense was he ultimately successful. He was eventually forced out again, but 
this time by a different politics that had begun to consume the countryside 
after 2000. As Mugabe’s “radical” land reform was under way in commer-
cial farming areas, displacing thousands of white farmers and hundreds 
of thousands of black farm workers, in the communal lands the focus was 
on “weeding out” all opposition to the ruling party. Always on the fron-
tier of conflict, Mabika had by this time joined the opposition Movement 
for Democratic Change and hoped to stand as a local MDC candidate in 
council, if not parliamentary elections. in this sense he attempted to shift 
the terms of his local claims to an alternative national discourse of justice 
and rights. But once again he was on the wrong side of history. Gokwe 
North was a ZANu (pf) stronghold. Eventually, threats against his life by 
loyalist war veterans and youth militia accomplished what the council had 
tried for almost a decade to achieve, to get rid of him. He moved finally to 
Binga district, tired and dispirited, but still trying to rebuild in some way. 
His last letter spoke of his wanting to start a small chicken project. He died 
there in April 2004 of malaria.

in conclusion
Criminality, security and development are recurring themes running 
through everyday encounters between states and citizens, especially in au-
thoritarian post-colonial states such as Zimbabwe. increasingly, they have 
come to constitute the normal workings of sovereignty, whereby the un-
clean, the unwanted or the unruly are transformed into the unworthy and 
subjected to both subtle and more overt technologies of violence, displace-
ment and exclusion. linking the urban and the rural margins and past 
practices with the political present, the chapter has highlighted the reso-
nances that constitute both a spatial and temporal continuum in post-colo-
nial state making. Through the lens of a local-state eviction in the agrarian 

23. See itayi Viriri, “Gokwe boots out villagers to make way for wildlife project”, The 
Standard, 12–18 December 1999.
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margins in the late 1990s, it has been possible to trace how discourses of 
criminality, security and development are woven into one another to legiti-
mise or mask the violent displacement of those who have become non-citi-
zens, while boldly asserting the sovereignty of both ruler and state. Through 
such discursive practices and their material manifestations, not only does 
the Zimbabwe state define who is worthy of development and who shall be 
excluded as unworthy, it goes further by attributing qualities of violence, 
disruption and danger – even contamination – directly to excludable oth-
ers. This facilitates a double-sided self-representation of the state as both 
“vulnerable” to the uncontrollable popular passions of the unworthy (Das 
2004:247), and as the impenetrable sovereign warrior ready to defend the 
authentic nation, in both cases investing itself with the right to act against 
the unworthy with counter-violence (Balibar 1991).

Yet what this chapter has been equally interested in examining are the 
ways in which those criminalised by sovereign power – those deemed un-
worthy of either security or development in the name of security and devel-
opment – refuse, or in some cases mirror, the terms of sovereignty. Drawing 
on the narratives of one emblematic figure in the agrarian margins, the 
chapter has argued for a closer reading of the experiences and practices 
of (non-idealised) subjects of exclusion in order to disrupt an overly state-
centric perspective on the workings of the security-development nexus. Ad-
dressing multiple levels and localities, such a perspective insists upon a less 
absolute, monolithic view of the state and sovereign power. in addition, 
it provides intellectual and political space for recognising acts of resist-
ance and reinvention by sovereign citizens, especially in the margins – both  
rural and urban – where struggles over rights and resources continue to be 
marked by the perverse merging of discourses and practices of security and 
development.
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Tina Sideris

post-Apartheid South Africa – Gender, rights  
and the politics of recognition

 New Avenues for old forms of Violence?1 

introduction
in the context of South Africa’s transition to political democracy, which 
has increasingly been framed in terms of human rights, the continuity of 
everyday violence between men and women seems to be a paradox. As part 
of human rights, gender rights aim to secure women against violence and 
domination and to ensure that they are equal beneficiaries of development. 
to this extent, the gender rights project incorporates the notions of per-
sonal security, and social, economic and political participation contained 
in discourses on human security and human development. Yet a massive 
expenditure of resources in new legal regimes and institutions to uphold 
gender rights and equality has not had the effect of diminishing gender-re-
lated violence. in spite of the constitutional endorsement of gender equality, 
legislation that protects the physical and emotional integrity of individuals 
in the domestic arena, civil society organisations advocating for gender jus-
tice, training of public servants in the implementation of the legislation and 
evidence that growing numbers of women are accessing the public domain, 
violence in intimate relations continues. 

As has been suggested in the introduction to this volume, it cannot be 
assumed that the process of democratisation and the rights project inevi-
tably results in decreases in violence. post-apartheid laws and policies have 
been put in place that are designed to prohibit violence, yet violence in 
intimate relations persists. The evidence presented in this chapter suggests 
that the continuity of violence cannot simply be understood as a residue 
of the old order, which will give out with the progress of transformation. 
Violence in intimate relations draws on the past but is reproduced under 

1. thanks to colleagues at wiSEr for their intellectual insights. the support of the 
Mellon foundation is gratefully acknowledged. without the collaboration of Ma-
sisukumeni women’s Crisis Centre, the fieldwork on which this paper is based 
would not have been possible.
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new conditions and emerges in different forms. Hence the question arises: 
how do we conceptualise this apparent paradox? 

with reference to the legacy of race and class oppression and the desta-
bilising effects of social and political change on many men’s lives, violence 
perpetrated by men against women has been linked to a “crisis in mascu-
linity”. popular versions of the “crisis in masculinity” theory suggest that 
male insecurity follows the social gains made by women. Noting confusion 
among men about their roles and uncertainties about their performance, 
such versions of the “crisis in masculinity” posit men as beleaguered and 
link this to violent behaviours. in popular discourse, this notion is easily 
appropriated for conservative use in calls for consolidating conventional 
gender hierarchies and for the recovery of masculine pride. in this dis-
course, the tendency is to focus attention on masculinity as a fixed identity 
and thereby essentialise gender, rather than taking into account the ways 
in which “masculinities” are constituted in practice as part of a wider order 
of gender relations (Connell 1995:84). Thus, the structural inequalities that 
configure relations between men and women, and indeed relations among 
men and women are obfuscated. 

in South Africa, the process of democratisation has not dismantled the 
structures that secure men’s power in the state, the economy and the realm 
of private relations. Nor has the widely held view that men should be in 
dominant positions – over women, children and other men – been displaced 
(Segal 1990, Sideris 2004). Nevertheless, there is no doubt that the expe-
rience of apartheid and the challenges of transition in South Africa have 
put men under pressure. research evidence reveals that social, economic 
and political changes exert varying degrees of strain on different sectors 
of men and have sharpened the tensions that characterise gender relations 
(see, for example, Morrell 2001, posel 2003, Sideris 2004, walker 2003). 
The human rights discourse and new legal regimes signal that women are 
equal legal persons. The growing presence of women in spheres of public 
life, previously the preserve of men, and the increasing numbers of women 
who are accessing the benefits of development programmes and the state’s 
welfare grants facilitate relative independence from men. together, these 
interrogate the order of gender relations and pose significant challenges to 
the “legitimacy” of men’s privileged status over women (Segal 1990). 

responses to these challenges are diverse. Mediated by race and class, 
men’s practices and the meanings given to gender identity are being con-
tested, defended and redefined in institutions, in interpersonal relation-
ships and by individual men and women (Sideris 2004). importantly, re-
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search shows that the requirements of new behavioural standards result-
ing from social and political challenges have opened a space for reflection 
among some men and even criticism of past models of manhood (Hunter 
2003, posel 2003, walker 2003, Sideris 2004). However, it is indisputable 
that many men express deep insecurities about the gender rights project. 
in particular, men who feel disillusioned by their marginal socioeconomic 
status experience the rights that secure women against violence and those 
that ensure women’s access to social development as unfairly privileging 
women. Many of those men who feel insecure construe challenges to the 
gender order as a struggle between tradition or culture and rights, and 
invoke culture to legitimise gender as an organising principle of status in 
social and interpersonal relations (Sideris 2004). 

As a counterpoint to dominant notions of the “crisis in masculinity” 
that focus on gender roles and status, this chapter draws on the concept of 
recognition to reflect on men’s insecurities and on violence in gender rela-
tions. Drawing on intersubjective conceptions of recognition, the chapter 
explores men’s sense of threat at the interface between social structures and 
the psychological dynamics of gender. The value of applying an intersubjec-
tive theory of recognition to gender-related violence lies in the theory’s as-
sumption of the relational foundations of gender. This is in contrast to the 
dominant discourse of human rights that assumes discrete individuals and 
conceals the relations of power that configure gender. The lens of recogni-
tion provides important insights into the deeper relational dynamics that 
contribute to the sense of insecurity and crisis that wider social changes 
have evoked in so many men. 

furthermore, focusing on the relational dimensions of men’s anxieties 
and of their violent behaviours raises questions about the possibilities and 
constraints that discourses of universal individual rights hold for ensuring 
security in relations between men and women. The evidence presented in 
the chapter points to the limitations of the focus on rights as legal processes. 
The law is inclined to construe social categories and identities as fixed and 
discrete, thereby essentialising what is variable and contested. As has been 
argued by many, the law cannot “eradicate” the complexity of social facts 
and legal principles are constantly “readjusted” (see, for example, Cowan 
et al. 2001:6). Nevertheless, the fixation on legal remedies that the human 
rights discourse encourages pays little attention to the social and psycho-
logical forces that sustain relations of domination and subordination and is 
unable to account for the contradictory outcomes of rights claims. 
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This chapter argues that macro-political changes, in particular women’s 
access to the entitlements of citizenship whereby they are recognised as 
equal legal persons in the public sphere, has exposed a crisis of recogni-
tion in the “private” realm of intimate relations. from an intersubjective 
perspective, the problem of recognition lies in coming to terms with our 
dependence on an other who is beyond our control (Benjamin 1990, 1998). 
we desire the other to recognise our self-assertion. Yet this remains mean-
ingless unless the other’s will for independent recognition is simultaneously 
met. Hence, reciprocal recognition requires that we come to terms with the 
tension between dependence and independence in human relationships. 
This amounts to constraining the tendency towards omnipotence, that is, 
curbing the desire for absolute control over the other (Benjamin 1998). 

The dictates of socially constructed gender difference illustrate the 
problem well. Conventional gender ideology construes masculine ideals in 
terms of the absolute assertion of independence. in other words, socially 
constructed gender difference whereby masculinity requires the refusal of 
the dependency and vulnerability associated with the feminine, impedes 
the capacity to tolerate the contradiction between dependence and inde-
pendence and the anxiety it provokes. instead, polarised gender categories 
facilitate the tendency to avoid anxiety by loading the other with what we 
cannot bear in ourselves. Consequently, for men the feminine other be-
comes the container of disowned feelings of dependency.

Accordingly, where shifts in the gender order make it more difficult for 
men to construct women as dependent, instead of depositing disavowed 
dependence into women, men may conjure them as the threatening other 
who must be controlled. This constitutes a breakdown of recognition. if we 
add to this that where norms permit violence, the threat to male dominance 
constitutes a risk for violence (Connell 1995, Segal 1999), then it could be 
that the contradictions contained in South Africa’s transformation have 
opened new avenues for old problems. Thus, the chapter does not make 
direct links between men’s expressions of insecurity and male violence. in-
stead, it supports the argument that the question of recognition is central 
to violent relationships, more particularly everyday violence between men 
and women. Violence represents the inability to recognise the other as an 
independent entity who cannot be controlled and forced to be or do what 
we want without becoming a threat (Benjamin 1998).

The first section of the chapter briefly outlines theoretical accounts of 
recognition that signal the relevance of the psychological for our under-
standing of recognition. with this theoretical perspective in mind, the 
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chapter turns to a more detailed examination of the responses men living 
in a specific social context make to changes in the gender order. focusing 
on a particular case, the chapter highlights the importance of interrogating 
the relational matrix (Englund 2004) out of which claims for recognition 
emerge and the social conditions under which the breakdown of recogni-
tion may be enacted in violence. Apart from revealing how gender ideolo-
gies and cultural representations of masculinity and femininity mediate 
the dynamics of recognition, the social context examined throws up the 
question of socioeconomic injustice and its relation to the problem of rec-
ognition in gender relations. 

it remains difficult when writing about gender relations to reflect the 
diversity and specificity of men and women and to counter writing about 
masculine and feminine as fixed categories (frosh 1994). Nevertheless, in 
many people’s everyday lives differences between masculine and feminine 
are sharply drawn. for the people who live in the remote rural area that 
this chapter focuses on, gender categories are represented as fixed. Hence, 
domination in domestic life continues to define successful masculinity. 
These sharp distinctions between what is masculine and feminine combine 
with the realities of poverty and unemployment, which undermine male 
domination to exacerbate the problem of recognition.2 

recognition, negation and the psychic dynamics  
of domination and subordination
Axel Honneth (1995, 2004) is among the better-known political philoso-
phers to draw on a Hegelian framework to outline an inter-subjective ap-
proach to recognition. Noting three domains of recognition, he posits forms 
of recognition particular to each domain: recognition of the unique needs 
and desires of the other in primary relationships; recognition of universal 
equal rights in the legal sphere; and recognition of the contribution that the 
unique abilities of the other make to a concrete community. 

for the purposes of this chapter, Honneth’s (1995) typology of recogni-
tion is useful on two counts. His three-part division allows for examining 
tensions between domains and modes of recognition. Thus, under current 
conditions in South Africa the question arises how recognition in one social 
domain of social relating exposes the failures of recognition in others. Sec-

2. likely, an examination of other contexts in which race and class positioned men 
differently would reveal subtle differences in how the tensions and failures of rec-
ognition play out.
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ond, in a social context where practices in intimate relations have become 
a key site of contestation, Honneth’s (1995) suggestion that recognition in 
primary relations is a precondition for all future forms of self-respect and 
participation in public life (1995) is provocative, inviting us to consider the 
significance of psychological and relational dynamics for wider social and 
political relations. 

Despite these merits, Honneth does not effectively theorise the domina-
tion that is contained in the dynamic of recognition. psychoanalytic femi-
nist Benjamin (1998), whose work addresses the question “how is it possible 
to recognise an other?” seeks, as does Honneth (1995), mutual recognition 
as an ideal.  However, Benjamin (1998) concedes, indeed emphasises, the 
universal human tendency towards omnipotence and hence assimilation of 
the other. to this extent, Benjamin (1995) posits there is no ideal context 
that can eliminate the anxiety evoked by the encounter with the other. She 
argues that when such encounters are experienced as challenges to omnipo-
tent control the tendency to reduce the other to same, or to convert her 
to a threat, is exaggerated.  Thus the encounter with otherness inevitably 
involves a tendency to negation. According to Benjamin (1995) symbolic 
processing of this negation is critical to recognition of the other as an in-
dependent entity. 

Minsky (2004), in her analysis of the impact of changes in gender rela-
tions on men, takes up the psychoanalytic theory that gender categories 
require men to defensively disown their feelings of dependence and vulner-
ability and cast these on to women. women’s access to the world of men 
in work, education and knowledge and their growing sense of identity as 
active agents, characteristics usually associated with the masculine, erode 
the defence of projecting vulnerability on to women, “because it so obvi-
ously flies in the face of all evidence to the contrary” (Minsky 2004:2). 
Growing unemployment among men, women competing in the job market 
and women’s access to welfare undermine men’s roles as protectors and 
providers. This, combined with women’s sense of agency, Minsky argues, 
constitutes the risk that “for the first time” men’s vulnerability will be ex-
posed (2004:3). 

transformation in South Africa – tensions between  
domains of recognition
The men whose testimony this chapter draws on live in a rural corner of 
South Africa, Nkomazi, a slither of land and congested villages stradd-
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ling the Mozambican and Swaziland borders in the south-east corner of  
Mpumalanga province. part of a former homeland under the previous 
regime, the area still bears the scars wrought by apartheid’s separate de-
velopment policies – extreme poverty, high levels of unemployment, poor 
infrastructure, no industrial base and a limited commercial sector. More 
recently, the visible gap in wealth between an emerging elite and the rest of 
the population, and an alarming rate of AiDS-related deaths have intensi-
fied the harsh conditions of life for the majority of people living there. 

under apartheid, the dogma of the homeland project had as a central 
theme ethnic division under the scheme of preserving “tradition” and “cul-
ture”. of course, this form of rule relied on caricatures of tradition and 
particularly static notions of culture. Yet one of the continuing effects of 
this system is that the notion of “culture” retains a powerful place in speci-
fying identity and gender conflicts. Although post-apartheid local govern-
ment structures are being established to take over some of the functions of 
the tribal authorities, the South African constitution protects traditional 
institutions, and in many rural areas they continue to wield power. in the 
face of challenges to male domination, representatives of these institutions 
are at the forefront of appealing to tradition to reassert male authority, 
especially in the “private” sphere of family relations.

There is no typical family form in Nkomazi. Domestic arrangements 
vary widely. There are female-headed households in which women bear the 
major responsibility for the care and subsistence needs of children and eld-
erly adults. There are households where aged grandparents assume respon-
sibility for their children’s children. in addition, there are cases in which 
children orphaned by AiDS-related deaths are becoming responsible for 
each other. Despite such wide variations in family structures, a set of domi-
nant beliefs regarding family roles, duties and obligations has wide curren-
cy. particularly strong are those relating to age and gender hierarchies and 
the influence of extended family networks and external traditional authori-
ties. Calling on elder members of the extended family and representatives 
of traditional authorities to resolve family conflicts continues and usually 
this practice operates to reinforce hierarchies. A brief description of a case 
presented to a local women’s centre, Masisukumeni women’s Crisis Centre, 
illustrates this process.

A young married woman, having heard about rights to protection from 
abuse under the Domestic Violence Act, sought help from the centre to 
apply for a court interdict to protect her from frequent and regular physi-
cal abuse by her husband. Her application was successful and the sheriff of 
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the court delivered a protection order to the husband instructing him to 
cease beating her, failing which he faced arrest. The man, incensed by her 
actions, called a meeting of the family elders, which included elder females. 
upon deliberation, the elders decided that the woman had acted against 
“tradition” on two counts. in the first place, they felt there was some justi-
fication in her husband’s violence, which they considered discipline rather 
than abuse. Second, it was felt that she should have brought her complaint 
to the elders rather than taking it to an outside agency. on these grounds, 
they imposed a fine on her.

Given the centrality of the family to the definition of successful man-
hood, it is not surprising that challenges to the order of gender relations in 
the domestic sphere are responded to with such alarm. it is widely held that 
having a wife and child over whom one has authority confers the status of 
manhood. in others words, boyhood aspirations to manhood incorporate 
the fantasy of becoming the head of a family. This heterosexual imperative 
animates the following two excerpts from interviews with men in Nkoma-
zi.

To be considered a man you must have a woman. If you are not married, you 
can’t go to the places where men are discussing problems. Without a wife and 
a child, you are still a boy.

The man should have the final say. We are two in the house but I am the boss 
of the house. Because I have married this wife she must obey the rules and 
regulations of my home. I don’t want her to lend my things to others. I don’t 
want my wife to have friends outside and discuss things. I don’t want her to 
leave the premises.

Clearly, while political change challenges the “legitimacy” of men’s privi-
leged status over women, the ideology that constructs masculinity in terms 
of power has not been displaced (Segal 1990). And in places like Nkom-
azi, “culture” or “tradition” are invoked to justify this authority. Arguably, 
challenges to the legitimacy of male domination, which confront men with 
women as independent others, reveal the fragile foundations on which their 
own sense of difference, their sense of themselves as men, is based. Con-
sequently, for those men who continue to hold domination as an ideal but 
whose capacity to exercise absolute control is constrained, there is a risk 
that their fragility is being exposed (Segal 1990, Minsky 2004)

However, it is not the “first time” (Minsky 2004:3) that men living in 
areas such as Nkomazi have experienced challenges to the order of gender 
relations in the household. Apartheid undermined African masculinity (see 
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Campbell 1992, Simpson and kraak 1999, Morrell 2001). where male 
labour migrancy was dominant, women left to manage the household ex-
ercised significant power in the domestic area. Moreover, racial and class 
oppression saw to it that many men were unable to adequately fulfil their 
role as providers. in the past, however, when women’s exercise of power and 
self-sufficiency was perceived as a threat, traditional authority structures, 
the custodians of patriarchy, supported by the apartheid state rallied to 
keep women in their place and reinforced the construction of women as the 
weak and dependent other. 

what is significant in the current context of political transformation is 
that there is a formal limit to such attempts to reassert male dominance. 
The equal status of men and women enshrined in the constitution obliges 
the state to enforce legal equality. in practice, the implementation of this 
obligation often miscarries. Complex plays of power between men and 
women influence the success of struggles to reassert male control. However, 
the constitutional order and new legal regimes present men at the very least 
with symbolic limits.

to this extent, men cannot completely escape the obligation to rec-
ognise women as autonomous legal persons. Even in remote rural areas, 
more women are pursuing legally defined rights, such as those to financial 
maintenance and protection from violence. Generally, they pursue these as 
individuals, and defensively rather than in a collective bid to reconfigure 
wider structures of power. Nevertheless, such individual forms of resistance 
test the boundaries of male authority and present many men with women 
with whom they must enter relations of negotiation rather than subjuga-
tion. furthermore, the increasing regulation of domestic relations through 
the courts alters the terms of negotiating power. for example, laws such as 
those that order men to pay maintenance transform the personal obliga-
tion of the individual patriarch to provide for his family into a legal duty, 
undermining his status (Brod 1990:132). Simultaneously, women’s access 
to welfare benefits, in particular childcare grants, undercuts dependence 
on men,

The following statements express the sense of unease that these chal-
lenges provoke. 

Gone are the days of a man being in power. We are inheriting western style. 
As African we are lost. As men we are feeling it. As African we don’t know 
where we are.
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We are moving to equity very fast. Even in the work sphere there is equity. Men 
feel threatened by this. We don’t know what the role of men is any more. This 
is a challenge. If you look at a man’s status culturally, it was above, also in the 
church and in religion. One has to prove oneself. Some men resort to force to 
protect their status.

Clearly, current conditions expose men’s fragility. As has been suggested 
above, the fact of women’s presence in the public sphere and the growing 
numbers of women who survive independently defy the fantasy that wom-
en are the vulnerable ones. Thus, we might argue that the “crisis” is consti-
tuted not simply by the exposure of male fragility. indeed it is reasonable 
to argue that for men the “crisis” lies in having to take ownership of their 
vulnerability, since social conditions render its disavowal more difficult. 
The key question that arises then is, how do men deal with the vulnerability 
that is cast back to them? 

Changes and continuities in the conditions for  
the possibility of violence 
There is ample evidence to show that the ideal of male domination in in-
timate relationships is strongly associated with the violation of women. A 
long tradition of feminist scholarship has identified a high correlation be-
tween violence against women and rigidly defined gender categories, which 
contain definitions of masculinity associated with absolute dominance. 
However, within this body of knowledge there is a strong argument that 
the conditions constituting the highest risk for violence are those in which 
men’s dominance is frustrated. for example, Segal (1990) and Connell 
(1995), both of whom interrogate social situations to identify factors that 
promote or constrain violence, note men’s differential access to power and 
the elusive nature of the success and agency associated with masculinity as 
high risk factors. in this view, violence may be enacted as a compensation 
for the emptiness of the promise of masculine ideals. 

Thus, men’s anxieties about failure are best understood in relation to the 
social assumption that men should dominate (Segal 1990, 1999). Empha-
sising the relational dimensions of this dynamic, Benjamin suggests that 
the desire for omnipotence or absolute control is recharged in the moment 
we confront reliance on an other who is outside our control (Benjamin 
1998:95). while this body of work provides a general theoretical perspec-
tive on the risks of male violence, it simultaneously stresses that violent be-
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haviour is most likely where locally specific moral codes and norms permit 
violence.

in Nkomazi, violence and the threat of violence against women in 
intimate relations, though regulated, are sanctioned both to define male 
authority and to defend against its destabilisation. Below, an induna, a 
local headman, describes the mechanisms used to deal with conflicts that 
arise when women transgress their expected submission to men as heads of 
families.

The community does not just accept that violence. What is acceptable is that a 
woman must submit. Nowadays there are laws. Before there were indunas and 
they put him at the ibandla [traditional court]. If he is wrong they penalise 
him. You cannot beat your wife for anything. After you have undergone cer-
tain stages of disciplining and they don’t work, then you can beat her

Thus, everyday beatings, verbal abuse and sexual abuse in families are not 
new phenomena. Many men interviewed gave accounts of their own expe-
riences of domestic violence as children. for example:

My father used to beat my mother. I remember one day I saw my mother with 
sores. My father used to beat her with a sjambok [a whip]. I still see those sores 
now. I thought my mother would die with those wounds. As a boy I was afraid, 
thinking it was not right the way he beat her. I was also afraid when he beat me 
thinking that I have done a bad thing.

instead of eradicating these forms of violence, conditions of social and po-
litical transformation have revealed the contradiction between men’s cul-
turally invested fantasies of absolute independence and control (Benjamin 
1986) and their actual relations with women. in areas like Nkomazi, the 
construction of women as submissive and dependent continues to hold a 
key place in defining the success of manhood. This ideal constitutes a con-
stant reminder of men’s dependence on women. However, by promoting 
women’s relative autonomy, the gender rights project exposes men’s de-
pendence on women who are beyond their control. 

Men’s testimony quoted below communicates the particular kind of 
threat that these developments provoke. The assumption that as women 
assert their independence they will render men impotent echoes with the 
anxiety evoked by the paradox of recognition.

Women think they should do things their way, irrespective of what their hus-
band says and in the end they get divorced. That is what is happening. In our 
African way the man has the last word at home. This affects them, they (wom-
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en) make the man think that they are no more the heads and they are inferior. 
I take gender rights as a threat to the family. It is a threat to me for instance 
when it is said the wife has the right to do whatever she thinks is good.

 Mmm, you see these equal rights, I think sometimes they are a burden for 
men. Especially when you find that a woman is working and the man is not 
working. Or maybe they are both working but the woman is earning more 
than the man. Obviously she turns to undermine her husband you see. You 
have to do one, two, three, when she tells you to. Every time she will tell you 
what to do. If you go against her or refuse then she tells you her rights. So this 
thing of rights I don’t like it.

I don’t say the law is wrong. The people who are using the law are the people 
who are wrong. Now you can hear there is women’s rights. Women want all 
their rights. This shocks men. I have seen many men leaving their homes be-
cause of women’s rights.

if, as Benjamin (1998) argues, mutual recognition requires symbolic 
processing of the inevitable negation contained in the other’s assertions 
of independence, then this testimony speaks to significant obstacles. it is 
evident that these men do not envision taking ownership of the vulner-
ability that is cast back to them. in Benjamin’s (1998) terms, we can argue 
that there is a breakdown of recognition. “(i)t is when the other is not able 
to change or recognize the effect, but only deflects, attacks, or withdraws 
(the other is ‘destroyed’) that we can speak of a breakdown of recognition” 
(Benjamin 1998:96). 

in summary then, beliefs that men’s superiority over women is “natural”, 
verified by culture, the Bible and even God, still have currency. The contra-
diction between this ideology and actual experiences of women’s capacity 
requires that men vigorously disavow what is associated with the feminine. 
The alternative, that is, to accept women as independent persons, confronts 
them with taking ownership of fragility and dependence for which there 
are few role models. instead, these contradictions “recharge” fears of loss 
of omnipotence (Benjamin 1998:95). This provokes intense anxieties and 
with little social support men are liable in defensive manoeuvres to convert 
the other into threat. They reduce the women with whom they are inti-
mately involved into threatening others, whom they blame for the socially 
generated frustration of masculine ideals. This breakdown in recognition 
combines with the permission given to male violence by prevailing customs 
and moral codes to provide a route via which men may discharge vulner-
ability in violence against women. 



Gender, Rights and the Politics of Recognition

245

Hence, everyday violence between men and women gives continuity 
to the past, but is reproduced by a new set of social forces in similar ways 
to the misogyny described by Blagojevic, who writes about transition in 
Serbia. 

(M)isogyny is both new and old; it is based on relatively permanent cultural 
patterns, but it is also renewed in a different context, reproduced differently, 
influenced by new social forces (Blagojevic 2004:4).

Misrecognition and maldistribution – “Crosscutting axes  
of subordination”?
it is not surprising that, alongside gender rights, many men name poor eco-
nomic prospects as a critical threat to their sense of themselves as men. By 
frustrating the requirement to provide, economic marginalisation makes 
realising the role of head of a family and the authority contained in this 
position more remote for a growing number of men. 

I also see that she is worried about my not being able to maintain the family. 
She looks at me. Even if I speak with her, there is no respect. I do not feel like 
a proper man.

It’s painful. All the children are attending school. It is difficult to support 
them. In the community you are not respected. You don’t communicate well 
with others, even your own children. Because you don’t have enough money 
your wife does not respect you.

Neither is it unexpected that poverty increases risks for interpersonal vio-
lence. South African research documents increased risks of violence for the 
poor (see Bennet 2000, rasool et al. 2002). Socioeconomic vulnerabilities 
afflicting men and women do intersect with particular patterns of value to 
aggravate conflicts, which often end in violent attacks on women. further-
more, poverty limits the possibilities for escape and the options for change 
(Bennet 2000, Sideris and Nsimbini 2001). 

in his explanation of what led him to beat his wife, one of the men 
interviewed described how the frustrations generated by scarcity meet with 
gendered assumptions about respect and submission. 

i asked her to give me food. She said, where do you think i must get 
food. You can see there is no food. There was a little that i bought. She took 
it and gave it to the children. She didn’t answer me in a good way – she 
shouted at me. it’s the way she spoke and behaved. Then i beat her.
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More sinister, however, is the backlash that may arise when men fuse 
the threats they experience in relation to gender rights and economic mar-
ginalisation. for example:

I am only a listener in the house. But one day if I can get a job all the rights will 
stop. In my home the rights will finish. Now my wife earns R250.00 [about 
$40] per month. If I go and work and earn R2000.00 [about $�00] then I 
will be the father [patriarch] of the house. Then I can have equality. Now with 
her R250.00 she just talks. I know the father should have the final word. But 
husbands not working have no say. You eat what you get. If you want to ask 
a question you must put your money down. The wife even puts you down in 
front of your children.

Simplistically, we might argue that economic injustice is an impediment to 
the development of mutual recognition. However, there is abundant evi-
dence to show that struggles for redistribution do not necessarily displace 
those cultural ideals that systematically devalue the feminine. Neither can 
we assume that economic justice empties gender categories of the polarised 
content whereby masculine and feminine come to be associated with inde-
pendence and dependence, domination and submission. 

However, from the evidence presented it is clear that axes of subordi-
nation do crosscut (fraser 1995) in complicated ways and with negative 
effects. The men on whom this chapter draws are simultaneously silencers 
and silenced. They are the other of racial projections and the subjects of 
denigrating constructions of women. Concurrently, they are exploiters and 
exploited, subjected to economic marginalisation and the consumers of the 
unpaid labour of women. 

if we consider the implications of the potential backlash suggested 
above for continuities of violence between men and women, then it is im-
portant to understand contributing factors. fraser’s work (1995, 2000), in 
which she examines the intersection of different forms of social injustice, 
provides important insights. in her critical response to theories and politics 
of recognition (fraser 1995), she laments the displacement of struggles for 
redistribution by claims for recognition of identity, and cautions against 
the increasing mobilisation around such claims towards separatism, intol-
erance and authoritarianism (fraser 1995, 2000). while she accepts the 
validity of injuries of misrecognition, she insists on a politics and a critical 
theory that addresses maldistribution, asserting that these injustices have 
distinct causal roots and require unique remedies. 
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of particular relevance to the arguments put forward in this chapter is 
fraser’s (1995) point that, because affirmative remedies do not transform 
the underlying structures which generate injustice, simultaneous claims for 
recognition and redistribution may not only be at cross purposes but can 
result in backlash responses. She notes affirmative remedies to gender injus-
tice in the economy involve surface reallocation. in practice, fraser (1995) 
argues, these reallocations result in differentiating women as a needy group 
who in time come to be seen as recipients of undue special treatment and 
privilege. This has the potential effect of galvanising gender-based conflicts 
over resources, thereby fuelling misrecognition. where this combines with 
affirmative strategies of recognition that, by calling attention to women’s 
difference, underscore rather than deconstruct polarised gender categories, 
the result may be to intensify the resentment generated by affirmative re-
distribution. 

it is not difficult to see how these factors play out in South Africa, where 
the gender rights project has encompassed affirmative action. This has had 
the complicating effect of differentiating women as a group and marking 
them as privileged recipients of benefits (fraser 1995), providing a ration-
ale for the perception among many men that women have gained dispro-
portionately from political transformation. Simultaneously, the discourse 
of rights that assumes autonomous individuals and conceals the relational 
matrix (Englund 2004:12) out of which claims for women’s recognition 
emerge, tends to reinforce gender antagonisms. Consequently, as fraser 
(1995) contends, this discourse adds fuel to the flames of resentment. 

The theories of Benjamin (1990, 1998) and fraser (1995, 2000) ad-
dress distinct structures, the psychic and the social, and arrive at seemingly 
contrary views on the problem of difference. Nevertheless, the case study 
examined in this paper suggests a potentially useful intersection of their 
theories that reinforces the significance of psychological and relational 
dynamics for wider social and political relations. for fraser (1995), the 
ideal contained by transformative remedies for injustice lies in destabilising 
group differentiation by deconstructing identities and undermining dis-
tinctions grounded on disadvantage via politico-economic restructuring. 
Benjamin (1990; 1998), on the other hand, seeks respect and recognition 
of difference. 

it has been argued that the dangerous effects of what fraser (1995) 
terms affirmative remedies lie less in acknowledging difference than in the 
fixing of polarities (lister 2003). looking more concretely at the example 
of economic injustice, we might suggest that affirmative remedies identify 
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women as a special case. perceptions that development initiatives aimed at 
women as a discrete group are designed to increase their economic inde-
pendence evoke in men precisely those feelings that culture demands they 
should disavow – vulnerability and dependence (Benjamin, 1990; 1998). 
Simultaneously, affirmative remedies that allow for relative economic self-
sufficiency among women operate to render less effective the defence of 
projecting these disavowed feelings (Minsky, 2004). we return to the ar-
gument that South Africa’s political transformation, or more accurately, 
drawing on fraser (1995), the particular form that transformation has 
taken, contributes to the breakdown of recognition and the conjuring of 
women as the threatening other. Hence, positive and emancipatory policies 
can hold the possibility of renewed violence.

Conclusion
in South Africa, old patterns of violence between men and women are be-
ing reproduced at an alarming rate in the moment of a political transforma-
tion that advances human rights with the aim of promoting freedom from 
violence and facilitating human development. The attempt in this chapter 
to contribute some insight into this paradox has generated two principal ar-
guments. first, the chapter provides an alternative view of the sense of crisis 
and insecurity that so many men are communicating. Second, by focusing 
on how the relational foundations of gender complicate legal assertions of 
equality, it has suggested the limitations of the human rights discourse as a 
solution to problems of security and development.

The examination of men’s responses to challenges to the order of gen-
der relations through an intersubjective theory of recognition provides a 
deeper understanding of the anomalies of the gender rights project as it has 
unfolded in South Africa. Honneth’s (1995) theory of different domains of 
recognition provides an important tool with which to understand how the 
recognition of women as equal legal persons in the public sphere has evoked 
a crisis of recognition in the “private” sphere. on the evidence presented, it 
is reasonable to argue that in the context of transformation in South Africa 
we witness a significant tension between these domains of recognition. 

The constitutional endorsement of gender equality and the will grow-
ing numbers of women are showing to assert their rights in the “private” 
domain presents individual men with the test of recognising the women 
they are involved with as persons in their own right, with unique needs and 
independent wills. This is in direct contrast to traditional notions of het-
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erosexual relationships, which, organised by gender hierarchies, grant men 
the authority to decision-making without the obligation to consider the 
needs and wills of their subordinates. using Honneth’s (1995) terms, we 
might argue that including women in the ascription of universal rights has 
unsettled the assumption that rights in the domain of domestic relations 
are conferred by gender status, thus provoking this tension. 

of course, it is not surprising that so many men in South Africa have 
been taken aback by recent constitutional and legal changes. South Africa 
has moved from a situation in which patriarchal ideology was allied to 
racial oppression and found expression in apartheid through Christian na-
tionalism and customary law. Despite this, the salience of racial oppression 
and the project of national liberation obfuscated gender in the structures 
of coercion that characterised apartheid. Gender equality did not figure 
prominently in liberation fantasies. Nor did most South Africans imagine 
that gender rights, as part of the human rights discourse, would reach so 
far into the domains of life assumed to be under the charge of custom or 
considered to be “private”. Neither is it unexpected that many men feel 
threatened by the challenges to the assumed legitimacy of their positions of 
power and communicate a sense of “crisis” about their manhood. But, this 
chapter has argued, the picture is more complex because, in their testimo-
ny, the men on whom the chapter focuses locate the threat in the women 
with whom they are intimately involved. 

This raises the question that is implicit in the chapter, “wherein lies the 
crisis?” The work of psychoanalytic feminist Benjamin (1990, 1998), for 
whom the tension between dependence and independence is foundational 
to recognition in gender relations, shows a keen perception of the links 
between deep psychological dynamics of gender and socially constructed 
gender categories. The anxieties about dependency that masculine ideals 
fuel, and the constraints that social change place on the defensive tendency 
to cast vulnerability on to women, give us a more critical interpretation of 
the men’s tendency to conjure the women to whom they are closest as the 
threat. Thus, the chapter suggests, “crisis” is evoked when men confront, 
in their most intimate relations, their dependence on women who are posi-
tioned beyond their control by socio-political transformation. 

The application of fraser’s (1995) insights to testimony that shows men 
merge the threat they feel in relation to gender equality and economic 
marginalisation further bears out the value of a relational perspective for 
comprehending the contradictory outcomes of the rights and development 
projects in South Africa. The analysis of where, and with what consequenc-
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es, inequities in economic distribution and the injuries of misrecognition 
crosscut fraser’s (1995) work highlights the wider structural relations that 
underpin gender. particularly relevant in the South African context is fra-
ser’s (1995) theory that interventions that are affirmative, rather than those 
which transform the structural relations that underpin inequity, have the 
paradoxical effect of fuelling difference, divisions and antagonisms. And 
based on the evidence in this chapter, it is reasonable to argue that under 
particular conditions affirmative remedies may contribute to reproducing 
violent conflicts between men and women (fraser 1995).

on the other hand, it goes without question that legislative reforms 
constitute a significant advance for South African women, opening up new 
possibilities to protect their integrity and to participate in public life. Nei-
ther should we underestimate the utility the rights discourse has had in 
the South African context in emphasising state obligations towards human 
security and for improving the potential of individual women in relation 
to these obligations. without negating these possibilities, the evidence on 
which the arguments in this chapter draw raises critical questions for those 
who commonly posit human rights as the bridge between human security 
and development. 
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