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Abstract
An attempt is made to ana1yse the use of massacres and
assassinations in South Africa, and to suggest how they
are used together for po1itica1 purposes despite being,
apparent1y, characterised by the random choice of vic-
ttms. By distinguishing between them for the purposes
of po1itica1 ana1ysis, it is possib1e to understand
that what appear to be random and motive1ess acts of
vioIence are in fact executed with a clear objective in
mind.



:5
I.
’LI
BOIPATONG AND AFTER: REFLECTIONS ON THE POLITICS OF
VIOLENCE IN SOUTH AFRICA
The nature of ithe vioience currentiy rampant in
South African society needs to be examined in a poiiti-
031 context if it is to be understood. An attempt wi11
be made in this paper to make such an examination,
using an e1ementary categorisation of the vio1ence, and
to point to some of its imp1ications. The categories
over1ap, the categorisation as a who1e may be thought
to be somewhat rough and ready, and the conc1usions
broad; but it is suggested that the broad picture is
defensib1e because it exp1ains otherwise puzz1ing
behaviour.
No apo1ogy is offered for the re1ative absence of
officia11y pub1ished statistical materia1. Unti1 the
511egations of misconduct and responsibiiity against
the po1ice and army have been reso1ved, it is difficu1t
to trust any statistica1 information they are
responsib1e for. Some figures, however, are worth
noting.
According one account, there was a tota1 of 11,764
murders committed between January and August 1991
according to officia11y-re1eased statistics; of these,
4.62% were so1ved by the po1ice and an offender faced a
1ess than 10% chance of prosecution.1 There is no
1WEEKLY MAIL, 22 - 28 November 1992.
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agreement on how many of these deaths are po1itica11y
re1ated: during the period referred to, the po1ice
c1aimed that 806 were re1ated to unrest or poIitica1
vio1ence, whi1e the Human Rights Commission put the
figure at 1,161.2 81 deaths are attributed to the
po1ice - presumab1y, these are deaths which the poIice
acknow1edge that they were responsib1e for, and not
cases where they are a11eged to have been responsib1e;
it appears a1so that these were a11 po1itica11y-re1ated
cases.
Various independent unofficia1 agencies in South
Africa have made an effort to compi1e information. The
Human Rights Commission in particu1ar pub1ishes a
Week1y Repression Report’ and month1y Area Repression
Reports:
These reports are drawn up by HRC researchers
1ocated in Johannesburg, Durban, Cape Town and
Port E1izabeth, from information cu11ed from the
Press, e1ectronic media, po11ce unrest reports,
community organisations, church groups, trade
unions, po1itica1 organisations, nmnitoring
groups, and others. In each incident reported the
source references are quoted.3
2The figures are derived from tab1es prepared by
the Human Rights Commission, Statistica7 Summary: An
Overview of Two Years of Destabilisation - Ju7y 1990 to
June 1992, Appendix 1, Figure 1.
3Co1eman, M. (1992) Political Violence #1 South
Africa: an Overview of Two Years of Destabilisation
Ju7y 1990 to June 1992. Human Rights Commission: Johan-
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One term the HRC uses, in particuiar, shou1d be noted;
it states that its figures "are compiied on the
arbitrary premise that any incident in which ten or
more peopie died shouid be ciassified as a massacre".
In view of the prevailing conditions it seems high1y
un1ike1y that any more re1iab1e basis for such figures
wi11 ever emerge. Any distortion in the data compiied
from these sources certainiy cannot be attributed to a
want of objectivity on the part of the HRC; one shouid,
however, bear in mind in view of what fo110ws be1ow
that the editoriai po1icy of the dai1y Press is not
genera11y characterised by sympathy for the African
Nationa1 Congress and the organisations associated with
it.
If one depicts the vio1ence in terms which treat
a11 that is happening as part of an undifferentiated
who1e, it is possib1e to attribute the ki11ings to
racia1 characteristics and ethnic disputes, so justi-
fying the continued existence of apartheid. Thus, for
examp1e, addressing the United Nations Security Counci1
in Ju1y 19624 the South African Minister of Foreign
Affairs said:
nesburg.
4South Africa Communications Seches Press
Re1ease, Statement by the South .African Minister of
Fbreign Affairs, Mr. R.F. Botha, in the UN Security
Council, 16 July 1992..
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In the days of apartheid, a variety of differing
po1itica1 groups were united in their opposition
to the poiicies of the day. Now that apartheid has
gone, they are no ionger united. Their historica1,
naturai differences have come to the fore; dif-
ferences which among other things, include both
ideologicai and ethnic differences.
This, he exp1ained, was where the causes of the
vio1ence 1ay. He made it c1ear that it wou1d de1ay the
"transformation process" invo1ved in abo1ishing apart-
heid. The State President, Mr. De K1erk, has himse1f
ciaimed on numerous occasions that ethnic rivairy
underlies the conf1ict between the African Nationa1
Congress and Inkatha.
If we accept such ana1yses then we must inevitab1y
conciude that the majority of South Africans are inca-
pab1e of participating in the processes of a democratic
society, for on1y apartheid can preserve the peace.
Any examination of the vio1ence current1y dis-
figuring South Africa must reiate it to the current
po1itica1 situation, and this essay is an attempt to do
this. The account is in no way compiete - the intention
is to raise aspects for discussion and research and to
draw attention to some of the issues which have
emerged. Two topics in particu1ar are mentioned but
briefiy: the incidence of’ attacks on rai1 commuters,
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and the importance of the numerous hosteis5 as focai
points of tension. The topics are of such importance
that they merit far more detaiTed discussion than can
be offered here.
Press images of politicaI violence
In the first instance, this covers the highTy
specific and targeted vioience against those poiiticaT
activists who either oppose the apartheid system or the
present South African government; or against those who,
as poTitical activists, support the government or
politicaT organisations which a1ign themseTves with it.
The first group consists principa11y of the rank and
fi1e of the membership, the leaders, and the structures
of the African Nationai Congress, the South African
Communist Party, the Congress of South African Trades
Unions (COSATU) and various other organisations incTud-
ing TocaT civic organisations. The second group of vic-
tims is principaiiy members of the Inkatha Freedom
Party (hereafter, ca11ed Inkatha) Ted by Gatsha
ButheTezi, which maintains cTose links with the ruiing
Nationai Party.
The statistics derived as described above by the
Human Right Commission consistentiy suggest that both
5See especiaTTy Sega1, L. (1991) The Human Face of
Vioience: HosteT Dwe11ers Speak, JournaT of Southern
African Studies 18 190-231 for an important interview-
based study; and the report (1992) Fbrtresses of Fear.
Independent Board of Enquiry: Johannesburg.
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the responsibi1ity for and the burdens of the vioience
are uneveniy borne as between Inkatha on the one hand
and the African Nationai Congress and other organisa-
tions associated with it on the other. The HRC figures
suggest that between Juiy 1990 and June 1992 Inkatha
members, supporters, or e1ements were responsib1e for
34 (69%) massacres, and township residents and African
Nationai Congress supporters had a responsibiiity in 6
(12%). A further 3 (6%) were carried out by
"vigiiantes" which the HRC describes as being
"certainiy aiigned with Inkatha."
Considering the massacres from an anaiysis of the
victims, they were township residents in 36 (73%) of
the cases; residents specifica11y identified as ANC
supporters were additiona11y victims in 10 (20%).
Inkatha members and supporters were victims in 9 (18%).
The damage caused to the ANC, its members and sup-
porters, and the organisations aiiied with it becomes
even more striking when these ki11ings which do not
amount to a massacre are inciuded. Bringing poiiticai
assassinations into the accounting, between January
1990 and Aprii 1992 the HRC recorded a totai of 119. It
observes that "Over 100 of these victims are cieariy
identifiab1e as beionging to the anti-apartheid camp,
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either as officials or members of organisations or as
famiTy members, friends and associates caught in the
firing Tine."6 The effects in some parts of the
country have been devastating. The African Nationa1
Congress has discTosed that in the
Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vereeinging triangTe (broadly,
the denseTy-populated and industriaTised area consist-
ing of Johannesburg and the surrounding urban areas)
the movement has been aimost crippTed through the
destruction of the middTe tier of the Teadership and
the creation of a reign of terror which prevents peopTe
from organising, attending meetings, and even walking
in the streets at night.7 More recentTy, John Carlin8
describes the violence as having "wreaked havoc" on the
African NationaT Congress’s organising abiTity. Accord-
ing to the HRC’s figures, between JuTy 1990 and June
1992 in the "PWV TriangTe" alone there have been 40
massacres in which at Teast 1,200 peopTe have died, and
just under 60% of a11 poTiticaTTy-reTated deaths
occurred there.
At first sight, much of the vioTence appears to be
motiveTess and irrationaT - typicaTTy, occurring within
the townships and squatter camps. This is hinted at in
6Human Rights Commission, Press Statement No.
92/9, 21 May 1992.
7CAPE TIMES, 25 November, 1991.
8INDEPENDENT, 24 June, 1992.
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the HRC’s distinction between township residents and
ANC supporters in the figures given above: one might
understand why ANC members are targeted, but why peop1e
of no affi1iation? The Press reports describe what
appear to be organised and pre-p1anned attacks, often
by groups who seem to have a degree of training, on
what appear to be randomiy-se1ected victims who are
murdered in their homes or in the streets. In many
cases the Press reports state that no c1ear 1inks are
c1aimed or can be estab1ished between the victims and
any po1itica1 organisations.
There is no regu1ar one-to-one re1ationship
between the reported affi1iations of victims and
attackers: there is no certainty that a report wi11
enabie one to conc1ude that it was an attack by peop1e
of an a11eged1y identifiab1e po1itica1 or other
affiiiation, on others with a riva1 affi1iation. This
is not necessariiy due to poor journaiism; the news
reports typica11y comment both on the frequentiy
astonishing degree and scaie of the vio1ence, and the
apparently "motive1ess" or "irrationa1" or "point1ess"
or "meaning1ess" nature of the incident - a judgement
based on the apparent 1ack of any coherent po1itica1
pattern however indefensib1e.
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For examp1e, a weekly paper9 carried a report of
an attack by gunmen on a house in Soweto in which nine
people were shot dead by a group who burst into the
house and opened fire at random. They were thought by
one of the two survivors (the other was her one year
01d chi1d) to be Inkatha supporters from a 1oca1
hoste1. The woman said that she cou1d think of no
reason why her home was sing1ed out. It appears from
the report that there was no trace of any po1itica1
1inks invo1ving those in the house. An African Nationa1
Congress officia1 b1amed Inkatha and the po1ice for the
attack; the former denied responsibi1ity, and the lat-
ter were reported to be investigating.10 The same news
item reports a1so that in the same week in Soweto at
1east 17 peop1e were ki11ed in random attacks which
commenced after an IFP ra11y on the Sunday.
Incidents often show a degree of p1anning and
preparation - for examp1e, in an attack on a train near
Johannesburg it was reported that the attackers had
boarded the train with their weapons hidden in
umbre11as, which automatica11y triggered the meta1
detectors on the stations.11 Attacks on train pas-
9SOUTH, 12-18 December, 1991.
10It is noticeable that there is an a1most com-
p1ete absence of pub1ished reports of the outcomes of
such investigations, which must by now be many hundred
in number.
11CAPE TIMES, 19 November, 1991.
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sengers are in fact one of the most important
manifestations of the vioTence being considered.
According to one study, between Ju1y 1990 and ApriT
1992 approximateTy 200 peopTe were murdered and over
750 injured by groups of attackers using "traditionaT
weapons" and firearms.12 In January 1992 a speciaT com-
mission under the auspices of the Gonstone Commission
was set up to probe train k1111ngs.
In train attacks and others, witnesses and sur-
vivors describe the assaiTants as appearing in groups -
ten, twenty, and more are not uncommon; the use of
vehicTes - often, it is said, poTice or army vehicTes;
and the use of a variety of firearms and other weapons
inCTUding grenades. The attackers are often said to
have been wearing simiTar garb or simiTar disguises;
and the onsTaughts, judging by the Press reports, seem
to have the precision of an attack by trained and dis-
cipTined men.
The massacre at Boipatong is an exampTe of such an
event. It must, however, be emphasised that - espe-
ciaTTy abroad - it has mereTy been particuTarTy
weTT-pubTicised. The Boipatong reports generaTTy Teave
in some doubt the affiTiations of the victims, whiTe
12Memorandum Vio7ence on Rai7 Commuters, prepared
by CheadTe Thompson and Haysom, Attorneys, Johannes-
burg; see, for a fu11er account, (1992) Blood on the
Tracks: a Special Report an Train Attacks. Independent
Board of Inquiry: Johannesburg.
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the attackers are reported to have been 1inked with a
hostel characterised by its support for Inkatha.
Typica11y, when the Press anaiyses these events it
sometimes has difficu1ty in coping with their po1itica1
imp1ications and content. For example, the GUARDIAN
featured two ana1yses of ’the Boipatong massacre. The
first, by Rian Ma1an and Denis Beckett13, exp1ained the
event as revenge for an atrocity by the African
Nationai Congress, which sought out and ki11ed Inkatha
members in Boipatong on the night of Saturday 13 June -
four days before the Boipatong massacre itse1f. They
attribute the "massacre of innocents" thereafter to an
act of revenge by the residents of the kwaMada1a hoste1
nearby where Zu1u members of Inkatha 1ive.
The second, by David Beresford14, suggests that
the event was vengeance triggered instead by the ki11-
ing of a white poTice commander in the area, and he
points to the evidence that the massacre was faci1i-
tated by the use of security force vehic1es and that
white gunmen were said by witnesses to be amongst the
ki11ers.
It is, however, the thesis of this ana1ysis that
these two exp1anations, whether taken separate1y or
together - for they are not mutua11y inconsistent - are
13GUARDIAN, 30 June, 1992.
14GUARDIAN, 3 Ju1y, 1992.
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inadequate. For one thing, they both import an e1ement
of rationa1ity which accounts of other simiiar inci-
dents cannot offer: if the prior incidents are true,
then whiie what occurred subsequentiy cannot possibly
be justified at 1east we wou1d have an expianation why
passions were aroused. This wouid make the Boipatong
massacre unusuai, for genera11y the Press reports offer
no such prior provocations to exp1ain other massacres.
Further, assuming that either or both of the two
provocative incidents took p1ace - and there is no
reason to doubt that they did - the on1y 1ink between
them and the massacre which we are asked to accept foi-
1owed as a resuit is that the victims lived in
Boipatong. The attackers appear, from the Press reports
seen, to have made no effort to target those actuaiiy
responsib1e - mereiy being a township resident justi-
fied being the victim of a revenge attack by
Zu1u-speaking, Inkatha-supporting hoste1 dwe11ers. Note
that Ma1an and Beckett describe the victims as
"innocents".
If these expianations based on provocation are
correct then they put in doubt the entire process of
change in South Africa for they seem to assume the
existence of deep1yurooted grounds for conf1ict based
on ethnicity and tensions between Zu1us and others.
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They are thus consistent with and support the view of
the South African Government as expressed by Mr. Botha.
Thus an ana1ysis that depends on the reasons given
by the Minister, as quoted above, tends to support the
preservation rather than the ending of apartheid. It is
submitted here that accounts which do not 1ocate the
vio1ence firm1y in the socia1 structures created by
apartheid itse1f are at best incomp1ete and inadequate.
We shou1d ask whether the superficia11y inepricab1e
other cases invo1ving apparent1y random victims and the
Boipatong massacre do not in fact have nmre
simiiarities than differences, and whether the "trig-
ger" incidents in Boipatong mere1y formed the back-
ground, or even camouf1age, for what might or wou1d
have happened anyway. Certainly, there is much evidence
that the residents of the kwaMadala Hoste1 in Boipatong
were invo1ved in great vioience before the massacre of
17 June 1992 and a massacre by its inmates was
anticipated.15 A further, and not inconsistent, ana1y-
sis is that the prior ki11ings in Boipatong mereiy sup-
p1ied a pretext for what fo11owed - a grotesque and
disproportionate justification which, precisely because
it was grotesque and disproportionate, made Boipatong,
15Vaa1 Counci1 of Churches, Memorandum by Lawyers
Representing the Vaal Counci? of Churches: "Efforts to
Prevent the Boipatong Massacre"; 23 June, 1992.
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in the judgment of those whose interests are served
thereby, a suitable venue for yet another massacre.
This suggests a degree of rationaTity and p1anning
behind both the Boipatong massacre and simi1ar events.
The aTternative is to invoke an image of "bTack on
b1ack" vioTence - mutua11y destructive conduct Tacking
even the thinnest of poTiticaT motives, and occurring
simpTy because it is part of the cuiture of biack
peopTe to engage in it.
The Political Imp7ications
There is evidence that an attempt is being made to
use vioTence in Tieu of law directTy as a means of
simpTe poTiticaT controT. The probTem which this raises
is to identify who is responsibTe.
UntiT recentTy, the South African government was
abTe to reTy on its massive security TegisTation, and
in particuTar the InternaT Security Act and Emergency
ReguTations, as its principaT weapons against its
poiiticaT opponents. The ANC, the South African Com-
munist Party, the Pan-African Congress, and other
organisations were i11ega1, membership and support for
their activities were serious crimes, and the very fre-
quent use of proTonged detention and other severe
administrative measures against individuais nmde
virtua11y every form of resistance to the government
dangerous indeed. However, in February 1990 it reTeased
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the 1eadership, inc1uding Ne1son Mandela, and many
activists and members of i11ega1 organisations. It thus
became necessary immediate1y to remove the prohibitions
on the organisations and the administrative weapons if
there was to be any prospect of constitutiona1 negotia-
tions proceeding. In addition, the Government was
forced to respond to pressure to end the state of
emergency. The effect has been to reduce in certain
respects the availabi1ity of: various types of deten-
tion, crimina1isation, and other techniques of disa-
b1ing the opposition.
Some of the po1itica1 imp1ications of this were
noted by the Go1dstone Commission of Inquiry Regarding
the Prevention of Pubiic Vio1ence and Intimidation
(hereafter, referred to as the Goidstone Commission).
In the Second Interim Report, Judge Go1dstone drew
attention to the r01e of the poiice when considering
the causes of vioience. He noted that the State had
1ega1ised the "1arge and predominant1y B1ack-supported
po1itica1 organisations" and continued:
This must be seen against a background of a 1awfu1
and 1arge1y Government-supported Inkatha Freedom
Party having been at war with a 1arge1y
underground African Nationa1 Congress and its
front organisations. With rapid change the
Government, again sudden1y and unexpectediy,
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reso1ved to negotiate in pub1ic and in private
with organisations that were perceived, for good
reason or bad, as the enemy of Inkatha, of White
South Africans, and most important, of the po1ice
and army.16
The Interim Report specifica11y 1isted, as one of
the causes of the vio1ence,
A po1ice force and army which, for many decades,
have been the instruments of oppression by succes-
sive White governments in maintaining a society
predicated on racia1 discrimination.17
Evidence to the effect that the South African
Defence Force has trained members of Inkatha as far
back as 1986 was presented to the Go1dstone Commission
by the South African organisation Lawyers for Human
Rights.18 The organisation picked out the po1itica1
objectives behind the formation and fostering of
vigi1antes and "hit squads":
Fundamenta1 to the thinking underlying (this)
strategy was the notion of contra_mobi1isation
16Go1dstone Commission of Inquiry Regarding the
Prevention of Public Vio1ence and Intimidation, Second
Interim Report, para. 2.3.3.
17Go1dstone Commission of Inquiry Regarding the
Prevention of Pub1ic Vio1ence and Intimidation, Second
Interim Report, para. 2.3.2.
18Lawyers for Human Rights, Memorandum to the
Goldstone Commission, March 1992.
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invo1ving the mobi1isation of groups and sections
of the popu1ation, their support and funding in
order that such groups and persons shou1d be in a
position to attack targeted forces or. organisa-
tions such as SWAPO in Namibia and ’the African
Nationa1 Congress and the United Democratic Front
and their a11ies in the Repub1ic thereby re1ieving
the security forces of much of the burden of con-
taining such organisations.
The Human Rights Commission observed that assas-
sination created an atmosphere of terror, and forced
1eaders into hiding from where they cou1d not 1onger
operate effective1y. Pointing out that in every opinion
p011 conducted after February 1990 the African Nationa1
Congress has recorded an average of at least 70% or
more of b1ack po1itica1 support (as against, for exam-
ple, an average of 1% for Inkatha), in a joint paper
prepared for the Human Rights Commission and Community
Agency for Social Enquiry the two organisations remark
that -
...(T)he vio1ence makes it extreme1y difficult for
the African Nationa1 Congress to translate its
support into an organised membership. Being unab1e
to respond to 03115 for defence, the African
Nationa1 Congress is in danger of appearing weak
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and ineffectua1 in the eyes of township resi-
dents.19
So far as can be determined, the authorities have
not denied that "hit-squads" exist. F011owing the dis-
ciosure that funds had been channe11ed through the
South African Defence Force for training para-miiitary
"hit-squad" units, the SADF issued a statement that it
was -
" ..... .not prepared to comment in any way on
a11egations and specu1ations about covert actions
which were authorised and carried out in the
nationa1 interest.20
This po1icy - of refusa1 to comment - extends to
individuais. In simi1ar vein, a11egations of compiicity
in murder have been made against named very senior
officers - in some cases, in confessions by others
invoived with them - but there has been, up to the time
of writing, abso1ute si1ence from both them and the
State, and the officers have remained in post.21
19Everatt, D. and Sadek, S. (1992) The Reef
Violence: Tribal war or Tota? Strategy? joint paper for
the Community Agency for Sociai Enquiry and the Human
Rights Commission: Johannesburg.
20WEEKLY MAIL December 13-18, 1991.
21Perhaps the most extended and detailed is the
biographicai account and confession of Dirk Coetzee as
researched and recounted by Pauw, J. (1991) In the
Heart of the Whore. Southern Book Pubiishers: Ha1fway
House. There have been a11egations that during 1992
South African Poiice agents came to Britain, where
Coetzee is in hiding, in a foiied attempt to ki11 him.
They were picked up by British poiice and expe11ed.
Coetzee has said, expiicitiy, that he was the commander
of the South African Poiice death squad and c1aims that
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Evidence that the vioTence is being carried out
according to some overaTT strategy is found when the
timing of individuaT incidents is considered. The
monthiy frequency of incidents as coiiated by the Human
Rights Commission appears to be random unti1 one com-
pares the numbers with the dates of important poiiticaT
deveiopments in South Africa. There is, arguabTy, a
dramatic rise when reports of bioodshed wou1d cause the
maximum harm to the opposition, and an equa11y dramatic
drop when the image of the state, or of President De
K1erk, or of other symboTs or figures, wouid otherwise
be harmed.
The correTation is nothing Tess than startiing.
For exampie, in Juiy 1990 the reported number of
poTiticaTiy-reiated deaths was approximateiy 50. The
historic "Pretoria Minute" was signed the foiiowing
month foiiowing a much-publicised meeting between the
Government and the newly-unbanned anti-apartheid
organisations and their reieased Teadership inc1uding
Neison Mandeia. The number of poTiticaTTy-reiated
deaths rose that month to approximateiy 600. In Septem-
ber, during the start of the campaign by the African
Nationai Congress and other organisations for a con-
stituent assembTy, the figure fe11 to 356; but it was
he and his men "had to" murder poTiticaT and security
opponents of the poTice and the government.
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56 in October when President FW De Kierk visited Den-
mark and Ireiand - which were at the forefront of the
campaign in Europe for sanctions against South
Africa.22
The South African experience of assassination cone
firms that its sheer ugiiness renders it an inadequate
and inefficient means of exercising poiiticai control.
It generates martyrs, and its high visibiiity causes
probiems for its perpetrators in internationai re1a-
tions and hardens domestic resistance. The process, in
fact, is seif-defeating and discredits a11 responsibie.
However, when combined with the misery of more
generaT vioience assassination has proved to be more
effective in damaging to the opposition in South
Africa. What fo110ws is an attempt to formulate a pos-
sibie model which at Teast in part expiains this
process; but it must be emphasised that this is
hypotheticai for up to now there is no more than cir-
cumstantiai evidence that any p1anning or conspiracy is
invoived. One may feel that the state in particuiar has
been dereiict in confronting the issues, but this is a
22Graphicai dispiays of the figures are provided
in the joint paper prepared for the Community Agency
for Sociai Enquiry and the Human Rights Commission by
Everatt and Sadek, above, n. 19. The document remarks
that the "peaks and troughs" of the vio1ence "mirror
the waxing and waning fortunes of the Nationa1 Party
government, as it seeks ’to negotiate a future South
Africa which retains minority control of economic and
poiiticai power."
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different matter from an assertion that there is a
coherent po1icy of repiacing the mere.crimina1isation
of poiiticai opposition with the physicai e1imination
of it.
A Model for the Violence
The combined effect of assassinations and mas-
sacres is, arguabiy, to partia11y disguise the po1itie
ca1 nature of assassinations and to make them seem
instead to be unfortunate incidents in what can be
represented as some sort of "normai" environment of
vioience - exempiified by the speech by the Minister of
Foreign Affairs when he told the Security Councii that
the vio1ence was caused by ethnic tensions between the
ANC and Inkatha. Further, and - despite the apparent
contradiction invo1ved - simuitaneousiy, it is sought
to aiienate the community from whom the assassinated
victims are drawn by means of generaiised vioience.
When the cost of associating with a targeted organisa-
tion can be measured in terms of becoming a victim of
its po1itica1 enemies, then hostility to that organisa-
tion can be engendered. The processes of camouf1age,
a1ienation, and provocation arising from the massacres
combine with the obvious damage caused by assassina-
tions, and the resuit is a picture of extensive
vioience which is sustained because it becomes
seif-perpetuating. In terms of this nmdei, the
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camouf1age process operates through the random choice
of victims - and the more numerous, the better.
CurrentIy with this process, the po1itica1 context
of what is happening can be emphasised by the per-
petrators, making the pena1ty for poiitica1 invo1vement
high indeed. By attacking individua1s at random within
a community known to support a particu1ar organisation,
a form of coi1ective punishment is imposed and peop1e
are terrorised into avoiding any support or contact
with that which brings them such misery. It is not
necessary for the victims to be members or supporters
of the target organisation themse1ves; and paradoxi-
ca11y, as the South African experience seems to
demonstrate, it is immateriai if the victims’ conc1u-
sion that the attackers come from an organisation known
to be hosti1e to the target organisation is erroneous;
a11 that matters is that they shou1d think that this is
the case. It is thus not i11ogica1 that poiice
officers, members of po1itica1 organisations, or
crimina1 gangs might pose as members of each other’s
structures or organisations if their objectives are to
provoke vioience and use terror and confusion. Fre-
quent1y, reported connections between the ki11ers and
such organisations are either absent or vague and
uncertain, and if made are hot1y disputed. It is strik-
ing that the po1ice, the African Nationa1 Congress and
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Inkatha a11 c1aim to have been impersonated by the per-
petrators of ithe vio1ence. Certain1y, so far as ’the
poTice are concerned, the formidab1e "Koevoet" ("Crow-
bar") unit, trained in precise1y this sort of activity,
has been transferred to, and is operationa1 in, South
Africa fo11owing the independence of Namibia where it
was estab1ished and where it was engaged in "pseudo-
operations" against SWAPO.23
The processes of camoufiage and intimidation
described above are not necessariiy in confiict with
each other at a11, and indeed can operate
simu1taneous1y even in the same incident. It a11
depends on what is suspected or known or disciosed to
others - eye-witnesses, observers from the immediate
community, and, through the Press, the outside worid.
The report of ki11ings in Soweto quoted eariier
i11ustrates ciear1y this ambiguous qua1ity and its
impact. For examp1e, survivors and others within the
community may know very c1ear1y from their own informa-
tion sources and experience what the true basis of the
attack is - the terrorism motive is c1ear to them. But
the Press does not a1ways report such incidents fu11y
23For- an out1ine of this and other recent po1icing
issues and problems, see Cawthra, G., (1992) South
Africa’s PoIice: From Police State to Democratic Polic-
ing? Cathoiic Institute for Internationa1 Re1ations:
London.
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or in such a way that this detaii, if it happens, makes
any sense at a11. The ki11ing then seems to be just
another apparentiy "incomprehensibTe" incident in the
overaTT pattern, and the camouf1age effect operates
a130.
It is cTear that it is intended from the outset
that those who feeT themse1ves to be exposed to such
attacks wi11 retaiiate or act preemptiveTy. Where there
are hosteTS, for exampTe, from which the ki11ers are
thought to have come then these, and their inmates,
become targets. A seTf-sustaining cycTe of terror
deveiops. The Internation31 Commission of Jurists drew
attention to this process in its anaiysis of the mas-
sacre at Trust Feeds in 1988 (one of the very few mas-
sacres that came to triaT). The judge had concTuded
that the poTice officer in command had intended that
everyone in the house where the ki11ings took p1ace
shou1d be ki11ed. The ICJ report continues:
Either by mistake - as the judge suggested - or by
design - part of a strategy to stir up revenge
ki11ings, as the prosecution suggested - a11 11
victims were Inkatha supporters.
The incident was then covered up and the resi-
dents’s association b1amed for the attack. Members
and supporters of the association couid never set
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foot in Trust Feed again and Inkatha took over the
township ..... 24
A11egations against the po1ice and army have now
reached euch a pitch that and vqume that it is
inevitab1e that a proper investigation wi11 eventua11y
be mounted. Some of the c1aims are high1y specific -
the names of particu1ar officers have been pub1ic1y
1inked with specific murders, for examp1e - and there
have been repeated disc10$ures of funding and organisa-
tion by the poIice of so-ca11ed "hit-squads" and other
activities. Describing the a11egations as amounting to
a "mae1strom", a recent account25 describes funds being
given to Buthe1ezi to fund the training and depToyment
of a group which was used to assassinate ANC sup-
porters. At the time of writing, there does not appear
to have been the s1ightest effort to deny and refute
many of the a11egations.
Cawthra c1aims:
Far from being removed from po1itics, the po1ice
have been centra1 to the storm of po1itica1
vio1ence that has accompanied South Africa’s
transition to democracy.... (S)ections of the
po1ice have acted as a "third force", faci1itat1ng
assassinations and massacres by anti-ANC forces
24Internat1’ona1 Commission of Jurists, (1992) An
Independent Survey of the Violence in South Africa.
25GUARDIAN, 6 February, 1992.
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that are designed to trigger cyc1es of vio1ent
retribution in black townships. They have aimed to
weaken the ANC’s organisationa1 base, to raise the
spectre of "b1ack-oneb1ack" vio1ence and to b1ock
progress towards a negotiated end to apart-
heid....26
The Go1dstone Commission and the United Nations
have together ca11ed for an investigation which wou1d
probe these matters. A partia1 enquiry, the Harms Com-
mission, confirmed some fears but has been wide1y
rejected as a whitewash owing to its very restricted
terms. By contrast, the Go1dstone Commission has no
such 1imitations imposed by the Peace Accord, which set
it up. The Accord states that the Commission’s objec-
tives inc1ude inquiring "into the phenomenon of pub1ic
vio1ence and intimidation in the Republic, the nature
and causes thereof and what persons are invoIved
therein".
Crimina7 Gangs
A worrying deve1opment is the invo1vement, if the
a11egations are we11-founded, of what appear to be
crimina1 gangs which initia11y appear to 1ack po1itica1
objectives, but which are invoked for these purposes in
a type of mercenarism. For examp1e, there have been
26Cawthra, G.
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extensive reports and se1f_confessed criminaT activity
concerning a group known as the BTack Cats,27 inciuding
cTaims that the group was funded and protected by the
poTice. In the town of Kroonstad, the Three MiHion
Gang was described by a member as having been heTped by
poTice, Tocai counci110rs, and white businessmen with
transport, weapons, and food. hi this person’s
affidavit detaiTs are given of an assassination in
which he participated in the presence of the poTice who
were caHed to the scene by the Teader of the gang
using a two-way radio.28 Two Teaders of a gang named
"Saddam 5" in a township near BToemfontein cTaimed at a
mass meeting that the gang was formed and registered at
the TocaT poTice station. The station commander said he
had no comment to make about the gang’s a11egations.
The meeting appears to have been ca11ed by angry resi-
dents because of the gang’s a11eged involvement in
violence, murder, and hooTiganism.
Whites as Victims
The vioTence described above is a picture in which
the victims are, for the purposes of this discussion,
b1ack. In fact, a11 parts of the community experience
the vioTence and its re1ated effects. If what is
27GUARDIAN, 24 January, 1992.
28NEW NATION, 27 September - 3 October, 1991.
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described above ref1ects efforts to prevent change, it
is interesting to note that it is possib1e a1so to use
the white experience for the same purpose. Indeed, it
is in the interests of any who oppose constitutionai
change that 317 parts of the community shou1d fee1
threatened.
It is not difficuit to find, in the white-directed
Press, i11ustrations of how one can p1ay on white
fears. For examp1e, the main story on the front page of
a random1y-se1ected edition of the Afrikaans-1anguage
dai1y pub1ished in the Transvaa1,29 strongly
pro-apartheid, carried an artic1e which reads (trans-
1ated from the Afrikaans):
Farmers in the (Orange) Free State are p1anning
the "biggest emergency nmeting yet" in the
province to put an end to the p1undering, robbery,
and theft on farms and in the rura1 areas.
The po1ice and army are a1so going to be drawn
into the discussions, which wi11 take p1ace in
B1oemfontein ......
Dr. Pieter Gouws, the new president of the Free
State Agricu1tura1 Union, says that a "1ow-1eve1
29TRANSVALER, 13 December 1991; the edition was
pub1ished on the date that I had chosen, just under a
year ear1ier, to f1y from Johannesburg to London by
South African Airways, and was read because it was
avai1ab1e on the jet.
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war" is being waged against farmers, particuiariy
those near squatter-camps, biack towns, and
Lesotho.
Many Free State (residents) now 1ive in fear after
numerous cases of murder, robbery and assau1t.
They say they are being threatened and everything
they possess is being sto1en (Note: the originai
uses the 1urid idiom "rot en kaa7 gesteel").
The market vaiue of farms has aiso deciined
sharpiy. In some districts farmers who have 1eft
their iand cannot rent their farms .......
"There wi11 have to be immediate ta1ks with
Lesotho", said Dr. Gouws."The progressive conquest
(’verowering’) of white farms through theft is a
fact."
C1oco1an’s District Farmers’ Union has a1ready
this week consu1ted the disaster and emergency aid
committee of the Free State Agricu1tura1 Union
about the stea1ing, robbery, and attacks.
A memorandum has aiso been sent to the security
forces.
C1ear1y, the message is that white safety can be
assured oniy by apartheid.
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Once we accept that the apparent1y irrationai and
motiveiess vioience discussed eariier might, in fact,
be poiiticaiiy driven then it is not fancifu1 to ask
whether "ordinary" crime and vio1ence cannot be used
for simi1ar purposes. Certain1y, if the a11egations are
correct, then corrupt po1ice 1inks with crimina1 gangs
is established. The picture is deepiy worrying.
Conclusions
One obvious question which must be considered is
whether we are not 1ooking at a pattern of senseiess
violence but dealing instead with deiiberate poiicy
prepared and executed out by those with power and
resources. The answer is not easy. It is tempting to
point to a state conspiracy for which the evidence
seems to be abundant and mounting, but one poiitica1
anaiysis casts doubt on the idea that the present
government is content to foiiow a poiicy of vio1ence
which it may we11 have inherited from its predecessor.
There has, for exampie, been a ciaim that the previous
President, Mr. P.W. Botha, admitted that he had sanc-
tioned the assassination of more than 1000 b1ack
activists,30 and the government has du1y ordered an
investigation into this; but it is difficu1t to see how
the South African government today can sustain its
30Statement made by Mr. Jan van Eck, Member of the
House of Assemb1y; INDEPENDENT, 28 May 1992.
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invo1vement in such po1icies if it hopes to participate
in processes of change which it has been forced into by
the sheer weight of the opposition, nationa1 and inter-
nationa1, with which it has to contend. On the other
hand, it is even harder to see how the government can
sustain its denia1 of responsibiiity if it fai1s to
respond to that evidence. It is worth noting the care-
fu1 words of Judge Goidstone in a statement made at the
pre1iminary hearing into the Boipatong massacre:
No evidence has been submitted to the commission
which in any way justifies ai1egations of any
direct compiicity in or p1anning of current
vio1ence by the State President, any member of the
Cabinet or any high1y placed officer in the South
African Po1ice or Defence Force. But if such evi-
dence is submitted to the Commission it wi11 be
thoroughly investigated.
This must create profound probiems for the po1ice
in the 1ight of the evidence a1ready avai1ab1e. It must
be extraordinarily difficu1t for the South African
Po1ice to maintain mora1e and discip1ine when there are
confiicts created by such uncertainties. Cawthria,31
tracing ’the evo1ution of: po1icing ideology in recent
years in South Africa, draws attention to the tota1 and
instantaneous reversai in its ro1e and se1f-perceptions
31Cawthra, G., p. 3.
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required from the beginning of 1990, when the reTease
of NeTson MandeTa and the other Teaders, and the
removaT of the bans on the ANC and other organisations,
took pTace. President De KTerk, teTTing them that where
one task they had was "a control function connected to
a specific poTiticaT party", matters were now dif-
ferent:
You wiTT no Tonger be required to prevent peopTe
from gathering to canvass support for their views.
This is the poTiticaT arena and we want to take
the poTice out of it. We don’t want to use you any
more to reach certain politicaT goaTs...
This must be a bewdeering, even a shocking,
deveTopment to many serving police officers. The faiT-
ure to deny cTaims that very senior, named, officers
have ordered the murder of poTiticaT figures, and the
voTume and detail of cTaims that the poTice continue to
pTay a key roTe in the fomentation of vioTence, raise
the question of whether Mr. De KTerk’s instructions
have been repudiated rather than heeded. The sociaT and
poTiticaT conditions exist under which fearful corrup-
tion and criminaTity in the poTice might f10urish.
There is no reason ’to think that ithe South African
PoTice are immune from processes that have character-
ised other societies in a state of transition.
It woqu take TittTe effort to make the vicious
circTe spin faster: to make "ordinary" assauTt and
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ki11ing, robbery, rape, burgiary and theft - whether
for gain or seif-gratification - seem to be more
"normai" than ever. Cawthra32 has drawn attention to
the process whereby po1icing of what he ca11s "normai"
crime was dispiaced during the States of Emergency
between 1985 and 1990 by a preoccupation with
"ideoiogica1 crimina1s". He continues,
As a resuit, crime prevention, especia11y in b1ack
areas, has been neg1ected and it has risen
dramatica11y in the 1990’s. For exampie, murders
in 1990 increased by over 30 per cent to 15,109,
on1y some of which cou1d be attributed to the
po1itica1 vio1ence.
The vio1ence is tru1y frightening, but it is not
beyond our understanding and our abi1ity to respond to
it.
There are many imp1ications arising from the above
examination. Not the 1east is for urgent steps to be
taken to secure proper po1icing. This paper is not the
proper context for a discussion on whether the existing
po1ice can be reformed or whether it should be rep1aced
by something who11y new. Either way, it hardiy seems to
be unreasonab1e to say that on this point aione action
is urgent. In view of the cost in 1ives and suffering,
32Cawthra, G.
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one wonders how to express the matter emphaticaiiy
enough.
The Peace Accord, drawn up in September 1991 and
signed by the government, the Nationai Party, the ANC
and many other organisations, sets Lu: a compiex and
far-reaching set of structures to address the vioience.
Its importance and potentia1 cannot be overstated, and
it deserves and must be given extended study and ana1y-
sis. One of its most remarkabie features is that is a
treaty between poTiticaT and other organisations, the
ruiing party, and the State in which the Tatter binds
itse1f to take important steps. The question of the
extent to which the Accord is justiciabTe seems to have
been sidestepped by ’the appointment, in his officiaT
capacity, of a senior judge to carry out functions
defined by it. The Goidstone Commission is thus but one
of its manifestations. It is a hopefuT deveiopment that
the United Nations has been drawn in to assist in its
imp1ementation.
For the South African PoTice, the Accord is a most
important matter. Proper1y appiied by ’them, it must
affect drasticaliy not mere1y what they do but their
accountabiiity within the country as a who1e.
The overai1 picture is thus, potentiaily, one that
gives reason for hope for increasingTy peacefu1 managee
ment of South Africa’s probiems.


