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Thousands of young South Africans were detained, whipped,
teargassed, and fired upon in 1985, E‘en larger numnbers were
moblliged at ralliles, 1in organisations, and behind street
barrfcades., There has been widespread recognitton of the
distinctive coatribution made by the youth within a broader

political struggle. As one commentator put 1t:

They are very frustrated and very angry. In a
crictical moment of our history, these passionate, dedl-
cated, immature, politically untutored studeats have
taken over. Now they are getting cthelr political
education very quickly.

In a represslve political context, where other forms of
mobilisation and organisation are praoscribed or harassed, social
institutions like schools become important recruiting grounds for
the téenage "shock troops of a nation-wide political insurrec-—
tion" (1). Consider the political career of B- in this respect.
His school, although desfgned to ifnculcate respect for the

regime, 1lnstead

served as a way station on the road to revolutionary
polttics, the school”s rigid discipline apparently
provoking widespread defiance of authority. 1In the
lower grades, student digstdence took Immocuous
forms... But by the time B- entered the upper grades
va» 8tudent dissent had become more sophisticated. He
became a member of a radical student group that
organised discusslon circles and clirculated 1llegal
' literature ... <At this time> social unrest-and open
protest ... deepened and spread... at 16 B~ was already
a leading member of the student movementC... The
Feverish disorderas of that year drew B- and a
generation of like-minded schoelboys Into the arena of
serfous revolutfonary politics... At seventeen, B- thusg

became ... a8 full-time activist.
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The political educatlon of school or college students 1s
often gpectacularly rapid. Initial iavolvement over local lssues

translates Into activism that ‘1inks up with broader, non-

educational movements. Of particular importance iu this shift are
1 "alternative" educatfonal activicfes, through which students not
only become exposed to critical thought, but also challenge in
! thelr everday practice the most immedlate hierarchies that con-

front them. A participant in such activities recalled:

1t was a perlod of permanent assemblies and sfit-tns
againat repression. The claims were for a democratic
student unfion and for general freedoms... These
freedoms were estahlished in the <{schools> which became
"liberated tertitorles", and we had to defend them day
by day. Support Erom the students quickly increased
through the struggle., There was a fantaatic 1ife ,..
with plays, films, exhibitions, conferences and
lectures, posters, wall magazines which were mow openly

anti-regime, denouncing repression and the dictatorship.

The observations fn the preceding three paragraphs will seem
! thoroughly familiar to any who have observed popular resistance
in South Africa slnce June 1976, As it happens, the quetations
illustrating each paragraph are drawn, repectively, from the
Indonesian anti-celonial vrevolution, from Tsarist Russia ia 1905,
and from student opposition in the twilight daye of Franco’s
Spain. (2)

! Such comparisons prompt certaln questions. What general
explanations for youth-based resistance are avalilable? What

explanatory force do they possess for the South African casel? Are

there lnstances that offer a structural, rather then superficial,
basis for comparisen? Some tentatfive answers to these queries

are proposed in Sectlion | below.

Sectfon 2 attempits to provide a South African context for
| the Western Cape study. It characterises the structural crisis
confronting the South African state, and suggests how the "crisis

in the achools™ 18 related to the wider phenomenon. It asks, in




other words, whether 1t 1s possible to 1isolate a "youth"
component In popular resistance, analytically distinct from the
broader struggle. It seeks to identify the specific
material fdemographic/social base on which schoal and youth reeis-
tance politics I8 constructed - and in dolng s0 draws upon some

of the theoretical and comparative data visited earlier.

In Section 3 the wide-angled lens {s replaced by one
focussed more narrowly, and in relative close-up., Its subject is
the educational boycott and other youth-based political
activities in greater Cape Town in 1985, It poses a number of
local, specific, and fairly lumediate questions: what were some
of the key characteristics of youth politics in Cape Towan during
19857 How did these resemble, and differ from, earlier moments
of activism - especlally the 1980 schools boycott? What strengths
and weaknesses can be identiffied in Cape Town“s youth-based
politics? What Fforms and patterns of consclousness are

discernible - and what relevance might they have for the future?

(1) SOME THEORETICAL AND COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVES

There are several theoretical explanations of radicalism in
“youth polttics”. They stemmed initially from Mannhein’s
characterisatiaon of generatlions {ian soclfological rather than in
merely btological or chronological terms; and were greatly
stimulated by attempts to explain student revolt in advanced
capitalist societies in the 1960s. The dense growth of these
latter analyses was Lo some extent cross—fertilised with sctudies
emphasising the salience of youth-based resistance in
nationalist and satt-colonial movements (such as Turkey, China,
Egypt, Indonesia, the Gold Coast, etec,) In the classlc Marxist
texts, there was exploration of the class identity and character
of the intelligentsta; Lenin wrote suggestively about cenfradic-
tory elements within student movements; and Gramscl”s concern
with the relationship between revolutionary politics, intellec-

tuals and the state is central to his writings.

What follows 1s not a systematlc review of this literature,
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but a conslderation of key themes and concepts which may sharpen
and clarify analysis of recent South AFfrican youth/student

resistance. While many accounts of post-Soweto popular atrugglesa

. acknowledge the leading role played by youth milicants, there 1s

little theoretical or comparative commentary,

The best developed of the theoretical models of youth
radfcalism are varfous verslons of generational conflict. All
are intellectually descended from Mannheim”s notion of a "“social
generation’. Its members do not merely co-exist in time and
space: they become a social generation when they "participate in
the common destiny of that historical and social unit.” (3) By
grappling with a distinct set of pocial and historical problems
they develep an awareness and common identity -~ a generational
consclousness, analagovs to class consciousness and national

consclousness.

More recently, Abrams has revisited the "problem of
generations"”, and in an {1luminating passage argues that the
speed and fatensity with which souch consclouvsness {8 created can
vary greatly., The more complex, ambiguous and diversified are
the "possibtlities of adulthood"”, the more rapidly and
forcefully are '"new social generations forged out of the entry- of
youth into adult 1ife.” Societal turbulence lends an edge to
generational consciousness: "structural differentiation makesa for
faster histeory." In paxticular, historical experience of "war,
revolution, crisis or Liberation” is singularly fmportant for the
conflpguration of socfety as a whole: "an age group located at
such a moment in history can create a whele new goectal

generation.™{4)

Less concerned with the identity of soctal generatlions as
historical creatlions — yet fn effect demonstrating their
impdrtance ~ are approaches stressiog population growth and
patterns of age distributlion as the demographic bases of youth
politics, Moller, for instance,: deacribes the perliod since the
beglaoning of the nineteenth century as "the age of the
“population explosion™, and argues that withia the phenomenon of
rapld population growth the demographlc variable of age distribu-

tion carries particular implications. A relative fncrease in the



ratio of youth to total population, especlally 1if the soclety 1s
also undergolng disruptive economic and soclal change, directly
increases the likelihood of cultural and polttical change.(5)
After surveying a number of twentieth century risings and
revolutionsa, Moller finda that "young people provide the driving
force and often, to a great extent the intellectuwal and

organisational leadership."(6)

But what 1s the nature of the link between student rebels
and fntellectual leadership? This is effectively a sub-head in a
broader 1ssue that has long concerned Marxism: the histofical and
political role of iatellectuals, and thelr relacions with working
clase movements, Marx and Engels devoted three paragraphs of the
Counmunist Manifesto to answering the question "How does che
prolecarian movement acquire educated elewments?” Partly - they
sald - through impersonal pressures on sections of the middle
class intelligentsia, precipicating them into the ranks of the
working class; but also partly through conscious policical
cholce. When class struggle reaches critical dimensions the
"process of dissolucion” in the old society "assumes such a
violent, glaring character that a small section of the ruling

clang cuts itself adrift, and jolns the revolutlonary class."(7)

In their later writings, Marx and Engels viewed bourgeois
intellectuals ambivalently: oa the one hand as ideologlsts for
the ruling class, but on the other hand as potential recruits to
the struggle for socialism. Both authors delivered diatribes
againet the self-importance, 1rresolucttion aad non-revoluttionary
philosophising of intellectuals In nineteenth century socfialist
mnovements. They said little specifically about studentsa; what
they did remark was frequently caustic (Engels: "How awful for
the world ... that there are 40,000 revolutionary students 1Iin
Ruasia, without & proletarfat or even a Russlan peasantry behind
thewm ... all of them officer candidates without an army.")}{8)
Bourgeols intellectuals, concludes Draper, can tend to be "more
volatile, erratic and unstable Chan most workers... This patterxn
may reach a peak with students, who are after all apprentice
iutellectuals.* (9}

Lenin - writing during decades of student activism Lfn Russia
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- pald considerably more attention than Marx or Engels to youth
and students. Some of the writings collected in On Youth(10) are
essentially hortatory; a number are devoted to the role of the
young as the butlders and inheritors of a new society. In the
more analytical passagesa, two themes emerge: a genuine enthustasm
for the revolutionary energles of students and young workers: and
an lnslstence on certain objective limitatioas to thelir
revolutionary capacities. Broadly speaking, there 18 a shift
over time in Lenin’s perceptions from the first, more positive,

positlieon to the second, more sceptical.
Thus, ia 1903 Lenin wrote warmly of students:

They are the moat responsive sectlion of the
fntelligentsia, and the intelligentsia are so called
just because they most coansciously, most resolutely and
most accurately reflect and express the development of
class interests and political groupings in soclety as a
whole. (11)

In October 1905 {(against a backdrop of unprecedented
student/worker allfances iIn Russia) he wrote that "The students
are guided by a sound revolutionary lastinct, enhanced by their
contact with the proletarfat.” In the same month he exuberantly
urged the Combat Committee of the St Petersbhurg Bolsheviks:

Go to the youth, gentlemen! That is the only remedyl
Otherwise - I give you my word for 1t - youwill be too
late ... and wtll be left with “learned” memoranda,
plans, charts, schemes, and maganificent recipes, but
without an organisatfon, without a living cauvse. Go the
the youth,

But the student "gtrikes" of 1908 were greeted with
reservations and critfcism. Even the "most active elements” of
the studeats still elung "to pure academic alme" and reformist
goals; they were bound by "thousands and millions of threads” to
thelr class orlgins - "the middle and lower bourgeoisie, the
petty officlals, certaln groups of the peasantry, the clergy,
ete.," Then, and subsequently, Lenin upbraided students for



characteristlcally youthEul errors. He warned against infection
by “the itch of revolutlonary phrase-making" - chat is, "superb,
alluring, intoxicacing” slogans without objective content. He
called for vigilance agaioust youthful ultra-leftism; <chided
ipmature riglidity and impatience; and scoffed at inexperienced or

romaantic revolutlontam,(12)

Gramscl, 1in a sense, returned to the original query of the
Communist Manlfesto when he asked "Does every soclal group have
its own particular speclalised category of Intellectueals?" And
like Lenin, Gramscl was coavinced of the the contribution of
intellectuals to working class politicse: "in order to organise
itself as a class, the proletariat needs intellectuals, in other
words, leaders,”(13) But his approach involved a sigatflcant
departure from classical Marxist thought, above all imn Cthe
meaning he gave to the notlion "intellectual'. An intellectual was
not defined 1in terms of mental labour, but instead in terma of

performing particular functions in society.

His concept of organic intellectuals - "organic™ to a soclal
class, giving that class "homogenelty, and an awareness of its
own functlon™ - 1s elaborate and subtle, and has been widely
dtacuased and criticfsed.(l4} Here, it 18 necessary only to note
Gramecl”s capsule definition of an organic latellectual as an
active participant In polictical 1life, "conastructer, organiser,

and “permanent persuader”"

of a class; and to remember that the
existence of such 1ntellectuals; as a "lefr tendency", 1is
facilitated by "a break of an organtc¢ kind within the mass of
{traditional> intellectuals”.(15) Such a fissfon is more likely
to happen when a soclety 1e gripped by an ofganic erists: a

concept applied to contemporary South Africa in Section 2 below,

Weiting as the events of May 1968 scill reverberated,

Hobsbawm delineated one axls along which such an “erganlc break"

could occur: a revolutionary shift by a generation of young-

intellectuals.{(l6) Starting with the observation that "the
characteristic revolutfonary person tCoday 1s a student or
(generally young) intellectual"”, he asks why intellectuals become
revolutionaries. Consclous revolutionism arises when people

confront the apparent falilure of all alternative ways of
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reallsing thelr objectives, "the closing of all doors against
them." Locked out of our metaphorical house - he suggests - we
opt to break down the door: "even so we are wunlikely to batter
in the door unless ve feel that 1t will give way. Becoming a
revolutionary implies not only a measure of despalr, but also
some hope." This optimistic desberation occurs, typically, in
socleties "incapable of satisfylng the demands of most of thelr

people", socfeties "itn whose Future few belleve."(17)

The radicelism of Lthe late 19608 and early 1970s (Hobsbawm
argues) sprang from a reunewed "perlod of gemneral crisis for
capttalism”. This crisis, moreover, bore acutely upon
intellectuals, thelr numbers greatly swollen by th growth of
scientific technology and tertiary education. An unprecedented
expansion of higher education had three consequences: an acute
strain on educational institutions; a meltipliication of Eirst-

generation students; and “speasking economically, & potential

overproduction of intellectuals.” Student umnrest, under these

clrcumstances, is almost Iinevitable. "A large body of students

faciing either vnemployment or a much less dealrable employment

than they have been led to expect ... are llkely to form a
permanent discontented mass" and feed into radical movements.(18)
This analysis - it will be argued in Section 2 - 1s directly
applicable to South Africa.

The concepts and perspectlives discussed ahove recur In some
of the case studies of youth movements elsewhere. IE comparative
ingights are avallable from a voluminous literature, where might
they be gsought? Studies of highly advanced capitalist socliety,
clearly, have less correspondence with the South African casge
than iunatances of late and unevenly developing capitalist
economlies. Moreover, 1f recognisably equivalent eceonomic feaCUtes
were also accompanied by polittcal auvthoritartanism, then the

comparative exercise is poteatially more useful.

Latin Awmerlcan case gstudles, accordingly, provided some
suggestive pointers. In many countries, between the 1930s and
19508, in the context of depregsion and dictatorships, student

protests bhecame "the earlfest and most signiffcant bases of
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vpposition €o authoriifarian governmenCs”, AC the same {ime,
student revolutlionaries learned Cthat without allies elsewhere in
soclety they could not topple regimeé: "they could articulate
lssues, assume vaanguard poslclons, and take great risks, but in
order to overthrow authoritarian governments ... coalitiona were
necessary." (19) In a number of cases, not only university
students but also high school students became caught up In

oppositional politics,

The Mexican student rising, brutally repressed in the glare
of world-wide publicity during the 1968 Olymplic Games, has a
number of similarities with events in South Africa in 1976 -~ and
1985. Mexlco, like South Africa, 18 a peripheral economy that has
attatved a measure of indepeundent capitalist growtch., GNP in-
creased by over 300% between 1940 and the mid-1960s: an assess—
went at the tiwe held that Mexlco was "one of the handful of so-
called underdeveloped nations to effect the transitlon to aus-—
tained, more or less self-generating economic expansion."(20) (If
such a judgement rings hollow in the mid-1980s - as an
fncreasingly embattled regime grapples with unemployment,
inflation, a fall ia oll revenue, and a huge foretgn debt - thie

may offer further congruencies with the South Afrfcan casel)

The student revaolt began in (966 on the campus of rthe main
university Iin Mexlico City - but in July 1968 it broadened and
deepened. A fracas between teen—-age high school students was
broken up by riot police - and when students marched to protest

agalnst state violeance, this was also brutally disperaed.

Enraged, the students barrfcaded themselves In nearby
preparatory schools, using commandeered publlic buses
for theilr barricades... Other schools were occupled by
the army and poltice to prevent thelr use by student
demonstrators.., Strikes spread throughout Mextico
City” s schools, supported by students and teachers
alike,

After several wonthe during which it sought to contaln and defuse
student milfitancy, 1n October the state opted for all-out

represslon, and soldiera opened fire on dewmonstrating studentas.
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"The Mexican student movement ended with ... several hundred
deaths, several hundred student activists and some professors in
Jail, and scores of others in exfle." The riging quel led, the
state responded with a mixture of reforms (the voting age was
lowered from 21 to 18, certain political prisoners were released)
and repression (a new penal code defined more sweeplugly

sedition, sahotage and "conspiracy against the natfon"). (21)

A second case study also resounds with resemblances: the
substantial role played by atudent militants in the closing years
of the Franco regime in Spaln. Students and workers were "the two
crucial political movements working against the dictatorship" -
and at one point a trade union leader saluted the young in these
words: "Today the students are the vanguard of all revolutionary
gtruggles, 1In the last twenty years they have become part of the
vanguard of the working class movement.” (22) So significant are
some of the parallels between the Spanish and the South African
case, that it may be useful for an analysis of the latter to

outline the former, by drawing on an excellent study by Maravall.

He characterises Spanish fascism as a "“specific hilstorical
product in the context of a capitalist economy and a system of
capitalist class domination ... and where systematic labour-
repressive policles are consisteant with sharp class divisions."
Between 1955 and 1975, the relative stagnation and econonic
autarchy of the post Civil War period was replaced by Spanish
participation in the international capftalist bdboom. Between 1951
and 1958, the GNP per capita grew at 4,452 p.a. {(only Italy and
Germany achieved higher rates ia Europe) - and between 1960 and
1965 the annual growth raqte of the GNP was a phenomenal 9,2%,
Rapld industrialistion promoted soclal changee: Maravall singles
out internal migrations and urbanisatifon as especially {mportant.
This provided the context for the resurgence of working class

dissent {n Spatin.

. Student opposition surfaced in 1956, (preceded by the emo-
tional funerals of Ortega y Gasset and Barocja: "funerals were in
those years a safety valve for political expression”, recalled an
activist) but was stepped up 1in the mid-1960a. An embryonic

democratlic students” movement was created; students established
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LluKs wiliCh Che working class wovemenl, boidlng demonstrations in
solidarity with industrtal strikes. By 1968, notes Maravall,

activism had also become more radical:

Limfted demands for legalisstion of the SDE, for a
democratic universliy, were artficulated in a global
attack agalnsc the reglome and this was In 1ts turn
lntegrated within a socfalist alternative agalnst mono~

poly captitalism.

One of the factors stimulating student opposition wasa - for the
first time fin a generationm - the fatrly widely avallable Marxist
literature in Spain between 1967 and 1975, Maravall calls this a
“tolerance at the 1deologlcal level"” by the regime which wae not
matched "at the level of organisational politics'". The target of
severe repression in 1969, etudent militancy re-emerged im 1973,

in & more underground, more revolutionary form. (23) Maravall’s

analysis of student/worker alliances - and the factors that
enabled thew - is taken up fn a subsequent section.
* * * * * * * ® x * *®

: THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT

Row do the theoretical and comparative approaches outlined
above inform one”s underxstanding of South African realities?
Firstly, the notfon of a self-comnsclous "generation unit"™, with
tts lmplications for concerted soclal and political action, 1is
directly relevant. The youthful milicancs of the ICU (24), che
radicals whe formed the Independent ANC (25), and the young
intellectuals of the ANC Youth League all chafed against the
restraint and woderation of thelr eldera; they were the precur-—
sare of che Black Conscicusness ldeologues, the enrages of 1976,
and the township comrades of the 1980s, Studies of the Soweto

11



risinges, 4in particular, show clearly how & self-awvare age-group

sought pgenerational unity, distanced themselves from thelr
we, the youth of South Africa."(16)

parents, and spoke for "

Secondly, the demographlc factor i3 obviously of real fmpor-
tance in South Africa. The 1980 Census returns demonstrated an
age distrlbution typlcal of a goclety in a phase of accelerated
paopulation growth., Half the population {8 under the age of 21,
Over 43 per ceat of the Afrfcan population 13 under the age of 15
(corresponding figures for coloureds and whites are 39.75 and 18
per cent), Simply on the basis of the large contingents of
children and young adults, one might predict soclal and political
pressures. To move beyond mere arfthmetic argument, and to endow
demographic data with soclo-historic dimensions, it is necessary

to consider economfc, educational, and employment trends as well.

Doing so leads to a third general fiuding. The "potential
overproduction of intellectuale” noted by Hobsbawm, with its
attendant student unrest, presents itaelf Iin Scuth Africa in a
form that 1s at once chronic and acute. Underlying and shaping
the youth component of the political confrontatlons of the past
decade {(as distinct from the broader pattern of exploitation and
oppression that generates black opposition).have been Cthree
foter-related Ffactors. These are (i)} the glaring defects of black
education; (L1) the very substantial expansion of black schooling
over the past couple of decades; and (f11) the i1gsue of

unemp Lloyment amongset black school-leavers.

It scavrcely wants reiteréting that the inequities and dis-
parities within the segregated educaticnal system both reflect
and repraoduce broader relatlons of exploitation and dominance
within the soclety. Nor 1g there any need here to rehearse the
deprepaing set of statistlics and lived realities of gutter educa-
tion aas they affect black (and most acutely African) children.
Grossly crowded classrooms are taught by fll-qualified teachers
in authorltarian schools; pupile who survive monumentally high
drop-out and fallure rates are forced into deadening reliance on
rote learning of heavily tdeological syllabt. (27)

And not surprlaingly, the short-term or fmmediate demands of
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student movements ~ Ltrom SASU and SASM through to COSAS - have
addressed themselves directly to the manifest shortcomings of the
educatlion system. Highly specific dewmands about textbooks,
school equipment, corporal punishment and sexual harassment have
been joined by calls for elected Student Representative Councils,
for the scrapping of the age restrictions that disqualify older
{and frequently politically active) students, and for the non-
victimlisation of student leaders, From these demands it is a
short step to the argument that true educational reform can be
achlieved only 1n a vanitary syatem of free and compulsory
schooliag - and that such a system can only be wen in South

Africa through fundamental poligical transformation.

As important a8 the defects of black education, but less
frequently mentionad, 1s the huge expansion of high school and
tertiary education that has taken place over the past twenty
years. The bare outline of the story {s conveyed 1n the
following table: (28)

EXPANSION OF AFRICAN EDUCATION SINCE 1960

Year secondary school matriculants univeraity
1960 45 598 717 1 871
1965 66 568 1 606 1 880
1970 122 489 2 938 4 578
1975 318 568 9 009 7 845
1980 577 584 31 071 10 564
1984 1 001 249 86 873 36 604

Between 1960 and 1975 the numbers of Africans in high
scthools increased seven fold; in the next decade, they trebled
again. The numbers proceeding to wmatriculation have increased
even more startlingly: btweea 1960 and 1984 there was more than a
hundred-fold lncrease. Senlor secondary educatfon for Africans in
1960 was st111 the prerogative of an elite; by the 19808 £t had
become a mass phencmenon. (Within sharp limits: onkly some 35% of
the 15-19 year age group was enrolled in high schools 1in 1980,
This compared with a ratlio of 77% for Coloured and 86.4% for
white children In the same age group.) (29) The totals for

13



Coloured education show a similar "massification": there was a
total high school enrolliment in 1960 of about 25,00; in 1970 ofF
57,420 and in 1986 of 158,000,

This apectacular growth {n black schooling stems from two
distinet causes. On the one hand, there has been an explicit
attempt Bince Soweto to upgrade education so as to stave off
school-based rebelllon. On the other hand, black schooling was
already showing masa growth beforé Soweto - and the impetus was
mainly economic, The growth of the economy through the 19608, a
percelved skills shortage, aund pressure from employers all shaped
policy. Both these aspeacts - the‘place 0of education within the
wider reformist strategles of the state, and the structural
demands of a rapldly growing economy - have been diecugsed
elaewhere. {(30) .

Even had the South African economy remalned stable through
the seventies and fato the efghties, fit is likely that the growtﬁ
in black student numbers would have setretched the educational
institutions uncomfortably. In the event, the protracted economic
crigls of the past twelve years, assuaged only by the temporary
bentsons of rielng gold prices, has seen the overall quality of
black education fall. An inndequately finawnced system has
stratned to accommodate a ballooning schaol population. This
combination of numerical growth and deteriorating conditions was
inflammable enough; combustibility was ensured by the irregular
but persistent recession. Overall, the economic crisis has sapped
the 1iving standards of the black working class; of central
importance to the argument here has been the mounting

unemployment - partfcularly youth unemployment.

There are no offfctal statistics for the total number of
unemployed workers 1n South Africa; estimates by academics, state
officiale and trade unionists vary widely; but the overall pro-
file 18 clear enough. Ever since the late 19608, a regserve army
of'unemployed has grown. In 1985, somewhere between 15% and 30%
of the work force was unemployed. Within thia huge total, high
schoel leavers have fared particularly badly. They have heen
thrugt onto the labour market at precisely the moment that {t is
contracting; many are too highly educated for cheap or unskilled
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labour; and white collar opeuings are locreasingly Lbe preserve
of those who manage to attain tertlary education, Almost two of
every three unemployed blacks are under the age of 30.(31)
("What good 1s wmatric to get a job? Much better have a driver”s

licence" commented an unemployed youth in Cape Town in 1985.)

The ilampact of unemploymeat, and indeed unemployablility for
many, has undoubtedly been a spur to radicalism among black
school studeats and school leavers. Its stimulus was added to an
already highly charged circuit. By any stretch of the
sociological imagination, the recipe for marginalising and alien~
ating a generational unit is comprehensive enough, Take
politically rightless, socially subordinate, economically vulner-
able youths; educate them Ln numbers beyoud their pareants”
wlldest dreams, but in grotesquely imadequate 1lnstitutions;
ensure that thelr awareness 1s shaped by punitive soctal
practlces 1n the world beyond the aschoolyard - and then dump then

in large numbers on the economlec scrap-heap.

To conclude this seccion, it remains briefly to relate the
"erisis 1in education" to the broader, structural dilemmas
confronting the South African state, Gramsci”s concept of an
organic criels has been fruttfully applted to contemporary South
Africa; fts contours and fault lines have been charted. (32) In
baldly suunmary form, one can fdentify the major components of an
endewmlc and manifold tascabilicy.

At fts heart is a criels of capital accumulation. The hal-
cyon years of growth and boom that shaped the 19508 and 1960s
have stuttered fnto decline and contraction. The busineas pages
of the South African press read 11ke a 1itany of distress. Infla-
tion, unemployment, and bankruptcles rise; fixed Investmencts,
domescic saviangs, and profice fall. These are integrally related
to South Africa”s status as a relatively backward capitalist
power. Increasingly monopolised, national capital inextricably
conjoined witch foreign capital, the domestlc economy Sneezes
convulsively when futernatlional capltalism catches cold. The
prophylactic vagartes of a bueyant gold price can stifle cthe
symptoms, but not cure them. When 1ite remedial virtues wane,
economic distemper is rife — in the form of balance of payments
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deficlts, mounting foreign tadebtedness, and a shrunken Rand.

Economic malfunctions do not occur in a soclo-political
vacuum. On the contrary, tﬁey aggravate and are aggravated by
social and political conflicts. South Africa’s historical
birthmark - distinguiahing tt From other middle~-ranking
capltalilst powers - Ils the non-incorporation of the majority of
its working class into 1ts soctal and political institutions. The

historical development of racial capitalism has created a serles

of antagonistic soctal divides: between possessors and

dispossessed, hetween employers and workers, between black and
white. S0 acute are these antlanomies, that merely to regulate and
preserve existing soclal retations the state has no option but to
resort to authorltarian weapons and practices. Coercion, not

consensug, {5 the soclal cement of the state edifice.

The principal contradiction - bhetween large capltalist con-
cerns and an exploited, oppressed and concentrated black working
class - ia no theoretical abstraction. It 1is the central feature
of South Africa”s recent history. In the 19708, industrial con-
Elict and mass political challenges served notice on capital and
the state that the quiescence of the 19608 was ended, Political
opposition moved rapidly through several phases. Reinvigoration
and mobilisation under Black Consciousness was Eollowed by the
eruption of 1976/7. This 1o turn was succeeded by a phase
(c.1979-83) in which a decentralised, locallsed, radicalised
community-based politics took reot.(33) In mid-1983, the forma-
tion of the National Forum and the United Demoecratic Froant pro-
vided national wumbrella structures for the new community
politics. Since July/September 1984, political struggle has been

extended and further radicalised in a number of ways.

These aspects of the organic crisis - profound problems of
capital accumulation and of class rule - have also Intengsifled a
rupture at the f{deologlcal level. Positing a "crisis of
legitimacy"”, Posel and Greenberg both stress the i1deologlcal
reformulatf{ons that have occurred {n the course of the state’s
reform project(s) of the past efght years.(34) This flux and
confusion In the ideological domafin creates a number of
contradictions. In thelr analysis of the "predominantly coerclive
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gtate™ in contewporary bLacin America, Lowy and Sader identcify an

fuwportant aspect of "a profound crists of hegewmony™:

The ideological apparatuses <are> incapable of
skilfully performing their functions as generators of
consensut..., Schools, universities, the church, and
political parties have experlenced anm Increasingly
intense crisfis and encountered increasing difficulttes
in propagating the tdeology of the established order.
(35)

The "established order" in South Africa has faced a precisely
similar problem. This tendency of the ftdeological apparatus to
buckle has ensured the pre-emtnence of educational instituticns

as a4 site of struggle 1in recent years.

{3) STUDENT/YOUTH POLITICS IN CAPE TOWN XIN 1985

Several accounts already exlst of the sequence of events
during the 1985 schools boycott in Cape Town. (36) They show
that in the filrst half of the year the Cape peniasula was rela-
tively unaffected by political and educational struggles heing
waged elsewhere 1in the country. The declaration of a State of
Emergency over parts of the country in July provided a major
impetus to organlsed youth-based politics: withim a week scores
of thousands of students were participating in a boycott of
classes and a new co-ordinating body was created. ¥From July until
November, youth-based resistance — lacluding the schools boy-
cotts, the ralltes and meetings, alternative education projects,
direct actlion to harry and thwart security force movements - was
the wost dynawmic element in local politics. It provided the
"inspiration and framework foar other forms of commuaity action"
such as the consumer boycolts, the Pollsmoor marches, and the

September atay-away. (37)

17



While mobilising and organisational efforts of student acti-
vists - of which more below - played a part, beyond any doubt the
major factor In ratcheting up student/youth militancy In Cape
Town between July and December wag the state’s heavy-handed
coerclve measures. The rapld tracsition within a school, from
peaceful rally through "planks and hankies" preparedness (38) to
confrontation with soldiers and police behind fiery barricades
was repeated time and agaln, Invasions of schools by police, the
masgive show of force om the day of the proposed march on
Pollsmoor, the banning of COSAS, Carter Ebrahim™s closure of the
schools, the Thornton Road "trojan horase" shootinga: each of
these, and many other fncidents, provided the student movement
with new grievances, with firast-hand experience of the state”s

repressive capacities, and with helghtened militancy.
Hall, the SAIRR, and Jordi provide full chronolegies and a

wealth of detail: here, a skeletal summary of dates and

developments may be vseful for what follows.

CAPE TOWN 1985: CHRONOLOGICAL OQUTLINE

Mar 5 UHC etudents boycott far one day in solidacity
with students elsewhere in SA
238 3500 attend commemoration service for Langa
(Uitenhague) victims at UWC
May 1 More thae 30,000 students at DEC high schools

boyecott classes in protest against events in

Transvaal and Easteérn Cape

Jul 1% 1500 atudents at Guguletu service for Cradock
Four dispersed with teargas and gunshot
20 State of Emergency declared in 36 districts
23 4000 students at UWC come out on boycott
25 Students at 29 DEC schools joln boycott
26 WECSAC, representing 45 schools & colleges, formed
29 DET achools embark on boycott

Aug 1-23 Numerocus rallies, police reprisals
29 Call fox W, Cape consumer boycott

rd
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28 Attempted warch on Pollsaocor; massive security
operation; COSAS banned }
29 to Sep 5 Mounting youth/security forces clashes
Sep b Carter Ebrahim closes 464 schools aand coiieges
10/il Stayaway

17 Schools "reoccupied"

Oct 1 Official re-opening of DET and DEC schools
15 Thornton Road shoaotiag
16-31 "Apogee of the rebellion in W. Cape" (Hall)
26 State of Emergency in W. Cape

Nav/Dec DEC examinations

Dec 28/9 SPCC Naticnal Conference

Very briefly, the coontent and course of youth/student
struggles in 1985 can be summartsed, before various aspects are
examined f{n more detafil. By the eand of July, DET schools had
joined UWC and DEC schools and colleges on a boycott of classes.
Intially, DET school students and the Parent Actlon Committees of
Langa, Guguletu and Nyanga focussed walnly on school grievances.
The leaflet Meet Our Demands Now 18sued by the Joiat SRCs and PAC
in late July or August dealt malnly with age restvictions, SRC
recognition, examination fees, school bus fares, shortage of
classrooms, and the ranmge of subjects taught. (These were
preceded by calls for the eading of the State of Emergency aand
the withdrawal of troops from the townships.)

The focus of the DEC boycott, 1in July/ﬂugust, vas more
broadly policlcal. It expressed solidarity with students boy—
cotting elsewhere; it protested agalast the State of Emergency;
it invoked opposition to tricameralism and "dummy MPs"; ic Ln-
cluded general educational demands like democracic SRCs with
local 1s8sues such as the reilnstatement of a dismissed teacher.
(39) The closure of the schools by the state to some extent
realigned the maln agitatlonal thrust of the boycotters.
Student/youth demands increasingly meshed with those of community
organisations ia the call for popular control over the schools.
The new Pareant/Teacher/Student Assoclations {PTSAs) formed in DEC
schools called for democratic local control as the first step
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towardes a free, compulsory, unltary educational system.

"How many of us will find jobs?"

The unfoldiang of resistance fn Cape Town should also be
related to some of the variables tdenttffed in previous sectlons
aas having a bearing on youth-based politics., Age distribution and
school-leaver unemployment both merit attention. As far as the
proportion of young people in the overall population s con-
cerned, 1t should be mentioned that for the African population in
Greater Cape Town (GCT)} the ratio Ils lower than in the country
as a whole - bhecause of tight restrictions on normal fawlily life,

the number of migrant workers, the high masculinity ratio, ete.

For those classified as "Coloured", the age distribution
exhibits the large youthful contingent discussed earlier. Almost
36% of the coloured population of GCT 1s in the age group 0-14
vears (comparatlive figurea for whites and Africams are 23.37 and
27.3%7) and the 1980 Census revealed that 60% of the coloured
population is under the age of 25 years. A particularly high
concentration of young adults 1s the demographic legacy of a
"baby boom" between 1960 and 1965, (40) The rapid population
growth has cutrun employment opportunities., Tf the 19808 "are
confronting youth in many countries with a concrete, structurql
crisia of chronic economic uncertainty and even deprivation™(41),
thig 1s well {llustrated in GCT.

Examination of trends since 1980 reveal that "unemployment
has risen subtantially for all age groups and shows a marked
vpward trend.” (42) Its brunt has been placed on what 1s still a
relatively poorly educated 16-25 year old age bracket. Sixty-five
per cent of unemployed coloureds 1n GCT are iun this group. More-
over, unemployment showed a particularly sharp rise in 1985.
Youth unemployment {(which remalned a falrly constant percentage
of rising total unemployment) was particularly affected. In the
following table, the figures are those of the Department of

Manpower - and reflect registered unemployment statistics. These

figures under-represent the total of youth unemployed in several
respects, (43) Nonetheless, even 1f the scale of the phenomenon
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is belng minlmised, the trend emerges clearly:

COLOURED UNEMPLOYMENT BY AGE GROUP: AVERAGE MONTHLY FIGURES

under 21 21-33 yrs
1981 197 1056
1982 - 242 1478
1983 _ 310 2821
1984 245 2082
1985 516 5445  (44)

Awareness of an acute uneéemployment problem for school-
leavers 18 undoubtedly widespread in DEC schools, and is explicit
in & number of the pamphlets and leaflecs distributed before and
during the 1985 school boycotts. "Millionas of young people are
unemployed 1o cut country. For months we struggle to find a job
after we leave school, whether in Scd 5 or 10" ran one. (45) A
pamphlet lsauea in September or October 1985 pointed out that
"The reality 18 thact there ts no work and that the majority of
students will be forced into cheap labour ... or form part of the
6 million unemployed." (46) Local coanditions were sometimes
highlighced: “Every fourth person in Mitchells Platn, every
second persen Iin Atlantis, is uuemploygdﬂ' A Groenvled matric
pupil apoke bitterly during the boycott: "even if we pass", he
asked, "how many of uws will find jobs? The realicty 1is that there
are no jobs for us; white pupils with 5td & cevcificates get jobs

before those of us with matric certificaces.” (47}

Unemployment could also fEeed very dlrectly into political
involvement. A recent school-leaver being interviewed explained
rather engagingly that "In 1985 I was unemployed and just an
actlvist,” Nationally, the youth congresses which have
proliferated since 1982 have their base In the urban unemployed;
they have "infused a deeper, sometimes more desperate, militancy

into student and communitcy politics."(48)

If these demographfc and economic features arguably predis-
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posed school students and young colonred aduvlts towards
oppositional polttics, It 18 now necessary to look at other, more
spectfic aspects of youth consclousness and political behaviour
in 1985, These include: youth self-awareness; the search for
nnaity with community aad nther political groupings; alternative
education and "awareness programmes'; mllitancy and activism;
political precocity - and immaturity; observable political
strengths and weaknesses exhibited by youth/fstudents in 1983; and

the question of student/worker alliances.

“"Almal ig saam in die struggle"?

Generational conscliousness amongst politically active youth
was as evident ian Cape Town as elsewhere in South Africa. Theé
poflnt couwld be demonstrated with any number of student
publications and gtatements, but 18 f1lustrated here with a
single emphatlic example. A firgt year college studant makes
substantial claimg for the contribution to the atruggle by his

generation:

I mean there s no doubt about that, that the whole
struggle in South Africa 1s dominated by the students.
The atudents are 1o the forefront of the struggle,
This {3 not a familiar thing {f we look at the history
of other countrfes <{like Zimbabwe, Angola and
HMozambique> where 1t was a question of guerrillas.
South Africa takes a very differeat dimension, totally,
we the studeunts being In the forefront. The students
organial;g and - you know - shaping the history of the
country; and hence it 18 the students who forced
apartheld to fintroduce so-called reforma, It fs the
atudents that have made different organisations the
world over, like financlal organisations, to threaten

to cut thelr loans or whatever to South Africa.

Yet, very often, this kind of perception 18 tempered by
tecognition of the limits of "student power”. The Aame student

quoted above countinwed:
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The students are in the Forefront, hut it {3 not the
students alome — {t Is the students wlth the hack - the
backbone of the whole thing is the workerz. You know,
even {Ff the students can go on wlith whatever they deo,
but as long as the workers continve to support
sparthefd, there will hardly be any change... but asg
long as the studenta together with the workers and all
the progressive people of South Africa work together
they are going to <win their struggle>.(49)

The topic of student/worker alliances 1s discussed separvately
below. A number of other linkages are auggested im the phrase
"all the progressive people” - and many of these were explored by
youth/student politficlans in Cape Town.

The questfion of cooperation acreose generations was amn ever-—
present one in 1985 - and the formation of Parent/Teacher/Student
Agsoclations (PTSAs) was an important attempt to answer it. Time
and agaln, ptudént/youth groups stresesed to thelr members the
desirabfility of making common political cause with their parents.
"We must build representative student organisations to work
through our prohiems with our parents and progressive teachers",
urged the Studentas of Young Azaria (SOYA) in August. Young people
were called on to recognise the gacrifices thelr pareants had
made, and the ﬁardahips they suffered. Even so, an implicit
criticsm of the older generation™s political position ran through
this discourse. An Aptil pamphlet explatned: "Students have an

important role to play in explaiolng to our parents why the

» {cognsumer> boycott is Llmportant.” (50)

Partly overlapping with youth/parent relations, was another
linkage widely discussed in yonth/student circles: the relation-
ship of thelr struggles to those of "the community”. (This is not
the place to review the problematifc nature of the concept.) This
retationship was seen in varlous ways. At timeg, it was per-
cetved as a difffculty whose solution must be sought: one of the
five aims and Dﬂjectives of the Cape Youth Congress (formed in
1983) is "to normalise the relationship between youth and
parents”., In the second half of 1985, the need for community-wide

unity became morée urgent, A pamphlet 1ssuwed in August argued:



It is fmportant that we bulld strong studeunf, youth and
communily organisations because a well-organised commu-
nity can never be defeated. It is fmportant that we
form student-teacher-parent bodtes 80 that we can atand
vniced in this time of intense repression. Some schools
have already taken such steps. The struggles in the
classrooms must be taken to the community and the
struggles in the community wmust be taken to the

classrooms.

Such sentiments did not remaln only at the level of
rhetoric, Student and youth movements conscloualy saught ways of
linking with other organisations and other campalgns. At che end
of the first week of boycotts, UWC students began a mass meeting
by hearing reports from groups of astudents lialsing wich
community organisationse. (52} Student Aﬁtion Committees (SACs)
worked together with existing youth and ctvic organisatlons., On a
number of occaslons, sfudents sought and won extensive public
backing for theilr stand on boycotts, the return to the schools,
and examinations. Ironftcally, perhaps the most effective agent of
such unity was the state, Indlscrininate violence against pro-
testlng scholars won them sympathy - and the closuwre of schools,
more than any other single action, autraged both middle class and
working class coloured parents, The formatfon of PTSAs unot only
made concrete the terms of youth/community unity, but also posed
a radically altermative conception of how schools should be

admlnistered.

The mass action by pupile and teachers, children and
parents, on !7 September, in a symbolic re—occupacion of the
closed schoola? was the highwater mark of this development. It
also provided a droamatic cameo of comwmunity wmilfrtancy: At
Alexander Sinton High School a "citizen cordon™ of couwmandeered
vehicles 31x blocks deep effectively kept police under slege for
two hours 1in the school {which they entered to arrest 173
people), Indeed, a number of reporta from GCT during 1985 noted
tnstances of communal solfdaricy translated into practical poli-
tics: 1a Athlone, for éxample, doors stoad open whenever word

filtered down the street of police or army wmovements; "That way"
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{explalned a housewife) “the kides can run into any house they see
for safety."” (52) Graphically, the Weekly Mail reported:

Pressmen have seen youths belng egged on by adults.
Parents have been seen directing chlldren ia dragging
old £ridges and mattresses out of houses to be plled on
to the barricades, and throwing their household benzine

into the flames.
And:

As soon as the police and army arrive, the gtreets are
suddenly filled with private cars golng nowhere in
particular, making progregs down the main thoroughfares
a gslow process for the ponderous Buffels and Caspirs.

(53)

At times, indeed, the words of a ditty sumg at the ralllies
sounded almost literally true: "Al die mamas en die papasa, die
boeti{es en dle sussies, die oumas en dile oupas, dile hondjles en
die katjies - almal is saam Iin die struggle.”

Education fer Liberation?

In his study of the 1980 DEC school boycotts, Molteno pald
close attention to the political dynamics of the school and even
the classroom. He‘argues that hierarchic and coercive structures
afnd practices of these schools were directly challenged. The
element of control "was most conailstently and completely
overturned in the boycott". While recognising certain limitations
to student actlong and perceptions, he concludes that they did
“"albelt temporarlly - transform certaln social relatlons
fundamental teo schooling as currently constituted”. Holteno
and other commentators also discussed critical attention directed

towards syllabi and the content of education in 980, (54)

In 1985, too, "alternative education” amd "awareness
programmes” bulked large during the boycotta of formal classes.

Students found larger numbers of teachers and principals sup~



porting {(or at least not pbstructing) them: a tendency which
found orgaanigsational expression ia the formacton of WECTU. Only
days after the boycott had begun, a DEC lialson officer adnicted
that "at some schools pupils held “awareness programmes” Instead
of classes."” (55) The main current of altevnative education
flowed in similar channels to those of 1980: debates, discus—
stons, ftnvited spesakers, plays, poetry readings, filams and songs.
Prescribed textbooks were critically dissected; the daily press
was read “"politically”. 1In one school, a teacher recounted,
discusslons were arranged on such toplce as the State of Emer-
geacy, the cancelled All Blacks tour, education 1a South Africa,
the consumer boycott, and the history of black resiscance. The

same observer described the SRC at hits school in admiring tones:

They can, and did, draw up and lmplement awareness
programmnes .,, and were in 8 position to call for stay-
aways (which were a hundred ber cent effeccived)... It
became fncreasiegly obvious that the real power lay 1o
the hands of the studeats. {56)

Two features are worth remarking. First, these sesslions of
informal education undoubtedly play an Llmportant part Iin formiug
and sharpening youth consciousnees. A DEC teacher was struck by
"the depth of the discusstfon in thesé classes", and concluded
that "much informal debate had already taken place on the streets
or in the playgrounds,” He also commented on the “self-
discipline exerclsed at our normally uaruly “ghetto” echool™ as a
measure of the seriousness of the students. {(57) Similarly, a
tollege student was pressed by the tnterviever to ldentify the
actual source of his political tdeas and beliefs. Yee, he said,
the media played a part; eso did his family, and pamphlets isasued
by organlsations., COSAS had been a patlcularly important source
of ideas at high school. But more lumportant tham any of these (he
believed) were those moments when

we had students coming together and we tossed around
ideas... I think that for me this is the time we got
our major tdeas, because you have 50 many different
people coming with differeat tdeas... You couwe iato
contact with pamphlets and all that cype of thing. Ah -
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but the major share is what you get Erom students
hecause there you have a chance to discusg and that 1s
when you really come out, because having somebody tell
you or make a apeech or read a pamphlet you just have
facts glven Lo you; whereas when you are with Fellow
students you are able to sort out - you grind out the

matter; you know; then you can come to reality.

Secondly, compared to 1980, there appears to have been a far
more expllcit stress {m 1985 upon the direct, practical uses te
which an alternative education could be put. These ramn From the
general ("We nust now learn about our true history of struggtle,
the South African economy, the political system ... To change the
system we need to know how it works"™) to the speciflc {"We need
knowledge of Hathematics and Physlcs to make and use more sophis-
ticated fmplements than petrol bombs. We need history to under-
stand the politfcs of Liberation.) (358)

“"Action, comrades, actiont”

Another significent development ts by 1ts nature more
difficult to document: For the most part Lt can be described
only impressioniatically or by foference. This was the impact
upon youth/student conscliousness of direct, physically dangerous,
violent confruntation_with state power. As In other cases -
Russia or Spalm or Latin America - engagement with an

.authoritarlan state engenders a political precocity, produces
youthful veterans. Teargas, beatings, and detentions provide a
crash course in class struggle. There were thousands, in Cape
Town, who learned the practical sclence of making a petrel bomb;
the gstreet gsoclology of taunting armed soldlers; the pavement
politics of pamphlet distributlion and slogan painting; the
geography of safe houses and escape routes; and the grammar and

dialectics of under-cover operaratfons.

In a sense, thils teondency is present even without baton-
charges or buckshot rounds; 1t exists Iin the privations and
Inatitutionalised violence of township life. An Easterm GCape
clergyman put it thus:



Thelr frustrations have aa educative effect on them.
They now study every newspaper they can lay their hands
on to see how events will affect themdfrectly, be Chey
poltitical, social or economic issues. In fact, nothiag
they read, hear or see on TV do they take at face

value, but study the media critically. (59)

A second general point that wust be made about the turn to
mlilitant direct action is that 1t stemmed from a polictical cul-
ture that had 1ltself undergone significant changes Iin recent
years. In the Western Cape, as elsewhere Iin Soucth Africa, the
late 19708 and early 1980s saw the proliferation of community
organisations. In 1980 and 1981, strikes, consumer boycotts and
school boycotts accelerated this process: 85 voluntary assocla-
tions were formed in GCT between 1980 and 1984. These - Walters
and Matiwane have argued - were self—con;cioualy democratic; they
also displayed "a shiff towards theoretical understanding rather
than blind activisw." (60) (This assessment, while identifying
an fmportant dynamic, must be qualified by a recognition of
factors which fn the Western Cape coaplicated and even weakened
forms of political organisattfon. These included a factiomalised
local political culture, the relative weakness of trade union
organlsation, aund a certain lack of contlnuity or depth ta some
tocal structures, These conslderations are reviewed more fully

in the concluding section below,)

The third quarter of 1984 saw a new peak of intensity tn
local opposition polittcs, in the shape of the anti-election
campaign, After something of a lull locally in the first half of
1985, politics in GCT entered another higlly charged period in
July. Calls for "ungovernabllity" were echoed at ralltes and
meetings, Journaliat Tony Weaver described the radicalfsation of

Athlone (a relatively affluent coloured subuzb) in these words:

Every block, every school, has 1its “action squad",
coordinating action, providing direction, helpiag build
petrol bombs and seeking materfial for barricades...
Children who have not yet reached puberty tell you "I
wish I had a hand grenade"; teenagers talk of AK-478s,
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RPG-75, and bazookas. (61)

Reporting from Hanover Park, another journalist wrote that "the
call takem up by children as young as eight or ten years old was

“Action, comrades, action”." (62)

As suggested, the political programmes derived from this
direct actfen do not easily find their way into pamphlets or
public speeches. They will be more apparent - it seems safe to
predict - in the extension in the near future of a movre sophisti-
cated tnternal underground movement. Nevertheless, some echoes of
activist radicaliam are audible. The work of graffitl artists 1s
an obvious example: "COMRADES, KILL SADF, SAP OR BE KILLED? THEY
ARE VIOLENT MURDERERS" reads a wall in Athlone. A Student
Revolutionary Front Jissued leaflets in 1983 which also capture
this mood. Ome in August spoke of the need to "build & mass
movement which will provide fertile soll for the development of
successful armed resfustance Iin both town and couatry."” Another
(Dctober?).proqlaimed "We are “Xhosas”, “Zulus”, “Coloureds”,
“Indians” and “Malays” no more. We are nothing else but young
soldliers fightling a CLASS WAR,"

This mode of activist politics could nurture a political
perspective that one might dub "immedfatism": an impatient
anticipation of immineat victory, a hubristic assessment of
progress made, and a nalive underestimation of the resources of
the state. This 1s not a surprising ontcome. The fact that for
many young people thefr political baptism was a heady mix of
exhilaration, raw courage, and a sense of group solidarity meant

that expectation could easlly oulrun actuality.

The popular (and ultimately controversial) slogan of
"Liberation before Education" is the best known example of this
frame of mind - but anyone who witnessed the rallies and meetings
between July and December could cite many others., The same
perspective Ig apparent in several leaflets. "Yes, the boycott is
temporary"”, ras ome: "But we cannot end it now - neot now when we
have got the government on 1its knees., If we end 1t now, the
government wil'l be able to.get onto itts Feet again.”" In similar

veln, the imposition of the State of Emergency on the Western
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Lape wpd adbsedsed LUUS: "LULE appaleur sbow UL SLIGHRLY Uy cau
atate 18 merely the last kick of a dying animal.” When students
held a secret meeting at the end of November, they warned the
government to meet thelr minimal demands "because the boycott
won“t remain at thils level ..., it will 1intenslify to a great
extent." (63) Lesa strtdently, a student”s confidence about the

future 15 a representative volce of 1985;

I am very optimistic. Botha tried to cross the
Rubicon, He fatled. I tell you Il am optifmistic that
all progressive South Africans will cross the Rublcon

and will ehape theilr destiny the way they want. (64)

The political cost of ifumediatist expectations 1s that they all
too gasily feed 1lnto demoralilsation amd disarray when eventsa
reveal the balance of forces to be far less favourable to the

youthful mitlitancts and thelr allies than had been anticipated.

A development within Western Cape youth/student conscious-~
ness that mirrored a country-wide process was a growth of popular
support for the ANC. Lodge and others have chronicled the resur-
gence Lo recent years of ANC influence and loyalcies (65).
Overt, demonstrative allegltance to Lts emblems, its leaders and
its programme was one of the most obvious features 1n townaship
politice throughout 1985, Compared with - say - the Eascera Cape,
where deep reaervoirs of loyalty to the movement were Lapped, in

the Western Cape the enthuslasm for the ANC was frequently a real

departure, Historically, the ANC was relatively weak tn GCT.

Cantributing to this were the relatively small propoertion of
Africans within the population; the tiltiag of migrant workers
towards the PAC; and the entrenchment among coloureds of
political organisations critfcal of the ANC, The upshot was that
the ANC commanded less support in GTC than in any other major
Soutch Africam city. ’

This has changed substantlally. In some cases, youth/studeat
support for the ANC rose directly from groupings affiltated with
the UDF, with an explicitly "“charterist" postition. Thus, 1in June
1983 an AZASO pamphlet saluted as heroes and martyrs the executed

ANC cadres Motaung, Mosololi and Mogoerane; called for a South
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Africa based on the Freedom Charter: and concluded “after we have
mourned thelr paseing, let us mobllise, organise and unite, and
take forward the struggle for freedom in our Lifetime." But in
1985 a pro-ANC stance spread rapidly, especially in some DEC
schaols were 1t had previously scarcely existed. Press reports of
meetings punctuated with cries of "Viva ANC" were almost as
freguent as the graffit! celebrating Mandela and Tambo. Song
sheets vsed at rallies in DEC schools frequently included Nkosi
Sikflela and other Xhosa songs {(plus traaslations).

Youth/worker sliiance: rhetoric, chlmerz, or objective necessity?

The two most important elements in the forces ranged against
the state in the past ten years have been youth-based political
reslstance and trade union organtsatlion. This is melther an
original nor a contenmtious statement; but it serves to latroduce
2 recurrent theme in the speeches and printed ephemera of 1985 -
that student/youth and workers” struggles should be 1inked.
Answers to the questions posed by the issue are being sought both
in theory and 1a practice.

It should be noted at the outset that certain objective
factors make a common cultural identity between youth/student and
organised worker consclousness relatively easlly attalnable fin
South Africa. There 15 the obvious Fact of common racial/national
oppression, experienced by black workera and black youwth/students
alilke. There 1a the enforced proplnquity across social divides ~

by courtesy of the Group Areas Act - of various strata within
ethnically demarcated ghettoes., There is the wideapread
phenomencn of "ffrat gemeratlon students”, linking within single
families the solidly proletariam and the potential petty bour-
geoisie. And fipally there {3 the 1lived experlence of many
students: many who complete high school or enter tertlary educa-
tion can de so only by interruptimg thelr schooling with periods

of wage labour.
Even a cursery glance at the leaflets and pamphlets circu~

lating in 1985 reveals the centrality in thelr discourse of the

language of class struggle, class allliances, and working class
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leadership ot the struggle. LL 15 preseunt 1o the ulterauces ol
student/youth organisations Qariously aligned and afflliated. In
some quarters 1t was a dominant ideological element well before
the 1985 boycotts, "The battle beilng waged ts between those who
want to retain this profit-making system and those who want to
overthrow it", ran a S0YA pamphlet of 1984: "On the one aide are
the bosses and thelr supporters, on the other side are the black
workers, their children and allies." On the one hand, S0YA argued
that students were objectively working c¢lass: "By and large black
students” class position is defined by thar of thelr parents,
i.e. working class"; on the other hand, it also recognised that
student/youth campaigna were not the same as those undertaken by
organised workers: “"The struggle of the students ghould not be
isolated from the struggle of workers,”

Now SOYA, 1t might be objected, 15 not a mass organisation;
1ts theoretical position is derived from that of the bodies tao
which 1t is affiliated. But very aslmilar analyses were far more
widely forthcoming 1a 1985, In May, before the boycotts began,
the Inter-school Coordinating Committee stated that 1t was
"because of a system where workers are exploited that our fellow
students are auffering." (66) AZASO, a UDF affiliate, defined
apartheid as "a system of racial oppression and economic class
exploltation™. (67) The Athlone Students Action Committee said
"We must continue to be PART of the worker struggle - not merely
support it in words." Another pamphlecr, tssued by half a dozen
action committees, argued that the capitalist econcmy was Ln
crists and perorated "Students Unite! A People United will HNever
be Defeated] Forward to a workers” soclety free from exploitation
and oppression)” {yoking the student, the populist and the

workerist positions in close harness).

The African townships Jolnt SRCa and PAC, 1in & single para-
graph, established the relationship between the state and
capltal, and fdentiffed capital as the enemy: )

To enforce the State of Emergency, the security forces
are allowed to patrol che cownships. They do not patrol
but have beaten up and killed hundreds of workling class

children, The owning class, capitaltists, cannot
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vtule on their own, they always look for people to rule
on their behalf, that {8 why there are political
parties like ruling Nationalist Party and the PFP.
{The> parliawment talk shop of Botha and Slabbert 1is
used to win sections of the working masses by promising
them a better 11fe wander the present system., During
times of unrest, when the working people demand more
than parliament can offer, the army pnd police are used
to ecrush the uprisings. Some people argue that the SADF
should play a neutral rolet to that we gay, with the
absence of the "band of armed gangs" Botha and even his
masters, Capital, would not be able to rule for a day.
(63)

Obviously, using such evidence, one is dealing primarily with
the consclioueness of activists and leaders of student/youth poli-
tfes, with those Invoelved in weiting and reproducing the pam-
phlets and handbills. It is {mpossible to extrapolate from these
any accurate clalms about rank and file consciousaness, or to
assess how much of this discourse has been fnternalised. Such
findings awalt further research - and, of course, will be more
fully and concretely revealed in the ebb and flow of political

activism 1in the future.

Having established that many youth/student ideologues in GCT
characterteed as crucfal an effective pelitical alliance between
their movements and the organised working class, certain
questions pose themselves. How accurate 1s thie perception? Have
such alliances been achieved in GCT? Have they been achicved

elsewhere? And if g0, what have been the enadbling factors?

In terms of mountifng an effective political challenge, the
case for constructing such an alliance is virtually self-evident.
The student/youth activists have been in the van of popular
struggles for a decade - so much so that it sometimes seems "that
these students have been fighting aparthelid all by themselves."
(69) At the same time, they do not carry the dame social weight,
cannot Elex the same political muscle, as an organised working

class,




Hobsbawm, in the essay cfted earlier, states the position
lucidly. Hls refereace point was the relationshilp between
students and trade uvnlonists durlng the Parisian May Days of
1968, but his analysts is directly pertineant to the South African
gselting, While any convergence of radicalised students and
workers Iin "a eingle united left movement" 1is a source of
"tmoenae" political power (argues Hobsbawm), one cannot take for
granted "that their confluence 15 automatlc, nor that tt will

occur spontaneocusly."

If such a2 junction fatls teo occur,

the movement of the intellectuals may settle down as
one or both of two things: as a powerful and effective
reformist préssure group ... and as a fluctuating
radical youth and student movement, oscillatting between
brief brush fires and relapses luto passivity... On Che
other hand, 1t 1s also unlikely that the workers will
make a successful revolutlion without the tntellectuals,
still less agalast thea. They may relapse fato a
narrow movement ..., militant and powerful within Che
limits of "economism" ... or they may achieve ... a
sort of gsyndicalism, whitch certalnly envisages aad
seeks to bufld a new soclety, but 18 incapable of
achieving tts aims... {W>orking people ... are capable
of overthrowing a soctal order, whereas the intellec-
twals ... are not. 1f a human soclety worthy of the
name is to be buillt, both need each other. (70)

{(The chief amendment that one would move to make thils wmore
applicable to the South African case would be to minimise the
likelihood of black intellectuals becowing a "powerful and
effective reformisc pressure group” on the European model: the

alternacfve - a brush-fire radicalism - seems entirely apt.)

What precisely 1s the contribution a radicalised
totelligentsia, and especially {ts student wing, can make to
organised working class politica? Mandel (like Marx and Lenin)
gays that what students can offer young workers 1s "the product
of theoretical production, that {8, sclentific knowledge ,.. a

radical ericique of the existing soclecy." (71) HMHore sweepingly

34



" »

<3

(as discussed in Section 1 above) Gramsel saw organic intellectuals
not merely as human transmitters of "sclentific knowledge" but as
active political agents - "permanent persuaders” - in working
class organlsatlons. Gramecl also stressed the ftmportance of a
fissure within "traditional" intellectuals, so that some of their
number would be available as "organising elements" for the

proletariat.

The renascent independent trade union movement in South
Africa, during the 19708, drew upon the practical and theoretical
skiils of the (tiny) number of fntellectuals who took positions
ag full-time unleon officers., In the Western Cape, oaly a handful
of the "veterans” of studeat activiem in 1930/81 have entered
trade union work - although where they have, their impact has
been considerable, The possibility that the "class of 1985" will
feed {uto trade unlons {In greater numbers 1s already belng
discussed in some youth/student groupings. The oputcome 1is
complicated by the counter—attraction exerted by community or

populist corganisations.

What of experience elsewhere? It was suggested in Section )
that the case of Spain was valuable in comparative terms. Not
only does it offer the parallel of rapld capitalist development,
but also that of the simultaneous re-emergence of student and
worker reslstance 1n 8 non-democratic regime after a perliod of
repression., The phenomena of tdeological ferment and the spread
of soclalist fdeas, &f intense shap-floor pressure within the
factories, and of achools and univeraities emerging as "a sub-
cultural ghetto” also resonate with contemporary South African

history.

Maravall asks how one explalns the persistence and growth of
dissent under an authoritartifan regime, and ftsolates three Eac-
tors. These are: (a) rapid economic change and attendaant social
Eriction; (b) the presence of particular working class communi-
ties with “strong local traditfons of working class radicalism;
and {c) the cruefal role played in the reorganisatioa of dissent
by underground political parties, more paticularly working class
organisations: either political survivors or newly created in

gsecret, "The emergence of the working class and student movements



<in the 19608> was dependent on the underground survival of the
parties of the leftﬂ'(72) {If one makes the direct comparison,
the ANC clearly fulfils sowme of the functions played by che
Spanish uaderground; equally, In comparison wich the Spanish
case, it has not so much prowmoted a socialist political alternma-

tive as mobllised under s nationalist banner.)

With particular reference to the Western Cape, Jordl argues
convincingly that jolant student-community-worker struggles “while
finding often uneasy coordination at a leadershlp level have
lacked an organised mass base™, This has meant chat recent
struggles 1in GCT have "relled consistently and heavily on a
milicant student/youth finiciative." (73) By campakrison with the
Transvaal Industrial heartland, or Eastern Cape centres like Portc
€lizabeth or East London, he finds, the tnvolvement of workersd
throvgh their trade unions 1in recent comnunity political caw-
paigns has been "conspicuously absent™ 1n the Wesctern Cape.
Greater Cape Tawn has not yet experlenced a political cempaign in
which youth organisations, trade unlons and democratic communlly
bodies were welded together as effectively as Iin the Transvaal
stayaway of November 1984.(74) Nor have youth and communicy
grouplings here become as poliltically iwbrifcated as they have

elsewhere ~ Ln the Eastern Cape and East Rand, for exaumple.

There are a number of reasoas for this, including the rela-
tively undaveloped nature of the trade union movement in the
Hestern Cape; the breach that existed between unlons aand
comaunity organisations Iin 1980; and the fact that community
atructures in GCT do not possess the solidarity or orgaalsational
depth that they do elsewhere (in 1tself partly a product of the
complex factionalism of the area’s politics). For these reasons,
the stay-aways and cownsumer boycotts mounted in GCT recently
lacked the "cumuvlatfve Zlmpetus provided by more localised
community and union action and organisation™ that has been
enjoyed elsewhere. (75)

In shart, 1t has been argued 1in thias sub-section that
alliances between youth/student movements and those of the
organlised working class are criclcally ifwportant, Theoretical,

comparative and local perspectives all point te this conclusion.
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In the Westerd Cape, several interlocking factors make its

realisation more difffcult - but no less necessary.

Youth/student politics in 1985: Tewards an asgsessment

Through a compoasite of pamphlets and press reports (76) one
can summarise the main strengths and achievements of
youth/student political activists in 1985 - as they perceived
these themselves. The first and mest important pgain was that
students attained organisational unity: students from different
schools in varlous parts of GCT were liaked £tn joint action. The
need for effective organisations had been recognised, and new
structures created to achleve this. Secondly, these structures
were democratic: "the abllity of the studente to democratically
control the cdurse of the boyecott ... has bheen a great achleve-
ment”. Thirdly, student political awareness had matured and
deepened in several respecta. Students "have realised that thelir
struggle against the educatlional and political system won“t be
won 1f students stand on their own." They have learned "that
liberation does not lie with one or two leaderg, but can only be
achieved through long, hard struggle, led by the working clasa.”
They have linked struggles over education with broader political
struggles: "VWe tealisé‘that education can efther be an ingtrument
of capitalist domination or of 1iberation. We must turmn our
schools Into centres of liberation." To this end, students have

challenged the content, formet, and goals of thefr educatlon.

None of these claima {8 unimportant. All represent political
advances. Yet an Ifmportant qualilfiecatlion must at once be lodged.
One way of doing so 1g simply to quote from a Students—-Parents-
Workers Manifesto issued by the Committee of 81 - in May 1980.
This carried "a short and incomplete summary of the victories we

have won with the boycott"., These included:

“"Studeants, parents and worker discussed thetlr

grievances together... the boycott has created the



climate and mood for <a> wilder workers” struggle to be
Intensified... The boycott has seen many structures
artging,,. We have achleved a high degree of political
awareness and co}sciousness". The whole community has
been rallied as a unifted force... It has shown the
possibility and deslrabllity of disciplined, planned
struggle. The end of uncorganised mass protest has
arrived... We have rocked the state... The diastortions
in our syllabf have been pointed out. We have started
on What can be called a deindoctrination praocesas. We
want Education for Liberation..." (77)

To quote this - with 1ts ifnevitable sense of dela vu - 1s not
fntended to belittle the claims made {n 1985, nor those made five
years before. Rather, 1t serves as a remiader of a simple b&t
nonetheless significaat feature of grudent/youth movements: that
they are by their nature impermaneuf;and discaoatinous. It is
difficult for them to sustalim "continuity of activicy,
organisation, or perhaps even progranmume and ideology". (78)
Each generation of students (and one 16 speaking of a four or
five year turnover) must, 1n its political education as in its
formal education, repeat many of the lessons that its predecessor
learned.

Secondly, evea some of the 1ndividual claims have to be
qualified further. New student uwambrella groupings were created -
but they also experienced problems of loyalty and cohesion.
Student unity did not extend to significant joint action between
DET and DEC students, Within DEC schools, where the Department
made exawminations a show of strength between the state and
atudents {as opposed to more flexible arangewments by the DET)
dectslons about whether or not to sit the end of year papers
created deep divisions, The unity scught across generational
lines ~ between students aand their parents - was repeatedly
stretched thian, and on occasions frayed. In additien, che
importance of Echaola as a base for mobllisatlion became a weak-
ness once they were closed by the state: “the potential for
mitlitant pupils to reach the community and agfitate .,. was
seriously complicated™ by the loss of the gchools as Bases. (79)
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Corts of a quite different kind were also incurred during
the vehemeonce and violence oE struggle fn 1985, Even the
resilience and adaptability of ‘the young does not suffice to
ingulate all of them from Craum;. The discipline of the young
militants did not - could mot - hold all the time:

As an outlet for politfcal anger youw see a lot of
violence in the classroom. There has been systematic
wvrecking of classrooms, the kids fight each other at
break, the violence has been turned iawards to the

schoolse...

sald a teachér in November. (80) Another deacribed her school:

"Tears, tears, tears, and more tears, And there”s a lot of

aggressive behaviour too. There is mass distress...” (81)

To identify these actual or potential weaknesses within
youth/student political organisations 1s not, however, to
discount thelr fwmportance or undervalue thelr achievements. The
youth-based resistance that has been the subject of this study
engaged more intensively and effectively in political and social
struggle than tt had before. Simply fn terms of covrage,
ingenvity and commitment, a great deal was demanded: youth
activists faced not mere discomforts or reprovals, but the
retributive violence of the state. Circumstances at the time that
this {9 written engure that such qualities will be necessary

again.

Secondly, at both a programmatic and an organisational
level, educational issues were linked more concretely to broader
political objectives. The closuvwre of the schools by Carter
Ebrahim served to Ifnk the question of control of schooling to
the rejection of tricameraliswm and collahoratlon. The formation
and defence of democratic SRCa and the creation of PTSAs provided

an embryonic structure fo a democratic “"people”s education”. (B2)

Thirdly, perhaps the most Important advance made in 1985 was
at the level of consclousness: the maturing recognition within
youth/student organisations of an objective necesality for an

alliance with an organised working class., Even 1f this



perception, in the Western Cape, remains an expressed goal rather
than an achfeved reality, the popularisation of the concept
during 1985 1s haﬁdly to be doubted. The realtsatton must also
be present im the trade union movement; and where it 15 not
present, must be fought for. When such an alliance is forthcoming
~ when it 1s policically feasible - then the vitality and fervour
of black youth politics will be massively augmented by the

experience, continuity and welght of the workers” movement.

Finally, this paper has cried to relate the pattern of
youth-based struggle In GCT in 1985 to the distinctiveaspects
of similar movements elsewhere. It has suggested that there 1s an
essential dualisao to youth policics: on the one hand, it is
characteristically militant and dynamic; on the other hand, by
its nature 1t 1 short on theoretical sophiscication and
experlence. Youth/student politice in a time of crisis Ia a
hybrid of precocity and immaturtity. This dichotony was observed
by Lenin Iin pre-~revoluttonary Russia, and by a hast of

conmentators elasewhere.

In South Africa, too, It 1s precisely this dual nature of
youth-based resistance that must be understood. Its streangth and
vigour are indlspensable; fte limitatfons and 1ts weaknesses must
be confronted, assessed, and addressed. Youth-based resistance is
doubly fmportamt to the broadexr struggle for liberation,
democracy, and tranaformatfon, Not omly are militant cadres
recruited from its ranks, but so are intellectuals: those most

equlpped to provide a theoretical leadership.

Youth has a great deal on its slde, not least the future.
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(Department of Education and Training) schools are for
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