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I sat with Sicelo in a café above Essenwood Road at midmorning on a 
sunny weekday. From our table by the window we could hear Durban 
bustling below, and the noise provided welcome relief during the silences 
that occasionally cut through our conversation. It was an emotionally 
exhausting exchange, for me almost as much as for him. I had been sur-
prised a few days earlier when he agreed to share his story of growing up 
in the Natal Midlands in the 1980s and 1990s, when the region was torn 
apart by civil war. Getting fi rsthand accounts of that period of vio-
lence—udlame, as most call it—is diffi cult; people are generally willing 
to offer analyses of the confl ict in abstract terms when asked, but rarely 
will they share stories of their own experiences or involvement—the 
trauma just runs too deep, and most people would rather try to forget it. 
And yet Sicelo sat across from me and tried to convey what it was like. 
As I listened to his narrative I realized that I was unprepared to under-
stand the horror that was wrought on the lives of the people who were 
caught up in the violence of udlame. It struck me that the diffi culty of 
writing an anthropology of confl ict lies in the balance between the 
impulse to explain or theorize violence and the need to create space for 
the grief and outrage of the people who have been damaged by it.

Sicelo’s family had been supporters of the ANC-led revolution along 
with most of the people in their township, which is situated just a few 
kilometers west of Pietermaritzburg. As a result, they had been targeted 
by Inkatha-supporting vigilantes (amabangalala) who were determined 
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In . . . the domain of peasant politics . . . beliefs and actions 
did not fi t into the grid of “interests” and “aggregation of 
interests” that constituted the world of bourgeois representa-
tive politics . . . The specifi c determinants of the domain of 
peasant political activity remained incomprehensible from the 
standpoint of bourgeois politics.

—Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments
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to purge the area of “comrades”—the term they used for ANC mem-
bers in reference to their allegedly communist inclinations. Sicelo’s older 
brothers had been recruited into a neighborhood watch unit and were 
tasked with patrolling the area at night, ready to sound the alarm 
against any attackers. When there was reason to suspect an impending 
assault, the township’s residents would sleep outside in riverbeds or in 
the bush, knowing that Inkatha vigilantes would attempt to burn their 
houses down in hope of killing any occupants inside. Sicelo recalled 
passing countless nights in this manner, sleeping fully dressed and ready 
to get up and run at a moment’s notice, slowly growing accustomed to 
the nauseating smell of burning houses, the sound of gunfi re shrieking 
through the darkness, and the occasional police helicopter sent out to 
aid the attackers. Young men in the community—even boys as young as 
ten—eventually took up arms and organized counterattacks to defend 
their families and secure vengeance for the dead, lending a blood-feud 
character to the confl ict. Sicelo’s generation was devastated by these 
clashes, and by 1990 his community had mostly abandoned the area in 
order to seek refuge with relatives in safer settlements.

Nearly everyone in KwaZulu-Natal who was alive during that period 
has similar stories to tell; it would be diffi cult to overestimate how 
destructive this confl ict was to so many communities. For most people, 
this was their experience of the revolution. Instead of the unifi ed front 
against the colonial oppressor that young revolutionaries had dreamed 
of, they found themselves locked in battle with their own neighbors, 
caught in cycles of terror and violence that turned communities into 
killing fi elds and wrought untold suffering on hundreds of thousands of 
people. In most of the world this story has been almost entirely forgot-
ten, obscured behind the celebratory narrative of South Africa’s libera-
tion. Not because people want to forget the confl ict, but because it 
seems to make so little sense—because it seems too diffi cult to explain. 
Yet understanding how this confl ict unfolded is key to understanding 
contemporary politics in KwaZulu-Natal.

A SCHISM FORMS

Tensions in Natal fi rst began to emerge in 1979, the year Inkatha for-
mally split with the ANC. When Mangosuthu Buthelezi fi rst founded 
Inkatha four years earlier, it enjoyed the backing of ANC President 
Oliver Tambo as a front for the banned resistance movement.1 As a so-
called “cultural organization,” Inkatha was permitted to operate 
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because it appeared to dovetail with the state’s project of encouraging 
“tribal identity” for divide-and-rule purposes (Marks 1986). But as 
Buthelezi began to use Inkatha to leverage his own personal power 
base, the ANC publicly denied association with him, much to his bitter 
dismay. After an incident where Inkatha dispatched a vigilante group to 
intimidate striking students back into school, ANC leaders in London 
issued a stinging rebuke that denounced Buthelezi as a collaborator in 
the crime of apartheid.2 From that point on, Buthelezi adopted a plat-
form that departed markedly from that of the ANC: he stood against 
the idea of socialism as a method of economic reform, he opposed the 
tactic of boycotts, divestment, sanctions, and strikes on the grounds 
that it would reduce employment and ultimately hurt workers, and he 
supported the “homeland” system because it gave him political power 
over a large segment of the black population. These conservative posi-
tions earned him the support of the apartheid regime and its backers—
including Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher—and made him a 
well-known fi gure on the international stage during the Cold War era.

After the ANC split with Inkatha, township residents in Natal began 
to rally around civic organizations that focused on local problems, pro-
testing the rising costs of rent, utilities, and transportation and resisting 
the “Bantu education” system that was designed to keep Africans mar-
ginalized and exploited. Many of these townships were formally under 
the jurisdiction of the KwaZulu Legislative Authority, which was con-
trolled by Inkatha, so Inkatha ultimately became the target of civic pro-
tests. Activists accused the organization of collaborating with the apart-
heid regime through the homeland system. Another point of tension was 
the fact that students in these townships were forced to submit to the 
Inkatha curriculum, which included a series of textbooks—known as 
“Ubuntu-Botho”—that peddled blatant Inkatha propaganda and explic-
itly promoted submission to authority, praised the Zulu Royal Family, 
and celebrated the seniority of elder men over minors and women (Mdluli 
1987). In many cases students were even required to join the Inkatha 
Youth Brigade and wear Inkatha uniforms. But perhaps the most heated 
issue was the fact that townships around Durban had been earmarked for 
incorporation into the KwaZulu homeland, as a way for the apartheid 
government to displace the costs of maintaining them. This meant that 
township residents stood to lose their coveted “Section 10” rights, which 
guaranteed them access to employment in white urban areas.

When the United Democratic Front (UDF) formed in 1983—a pow-
erful coalition of township activist groups and churches led by such 
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luminaries as Allan Boesak and Albertina Sisulu—it became a key player 
in organizing resistance around these issues (Seekings 2000). Inkatha 
authorities found themselves under pressure to suppress a rising tide of 
discontent leveled against them, which they did by targeting activists 
and terrorizing township residents.

Just as revolutionary activism was mounting in the townships, it also 
began to gain traction in the labor movement. After a long period of 
quiescence following the Sharpeville massacre and the banning of resist-
ance organizations in 1960, the labor movement resurged in the early 
1970s with the rolling strikes that gripped Durban when over 100,000 
workers downed tools in what became the broadest display of resistance 
in more than a decade.3 A number of trade unions formed in the wake of 
the Durban strikes, but they refrained from overt involvement in libera-
tion politics for fear of falling foul of stringent apartheid laws.4 Through-
out most of the 1970s, the unions remained committed to a philosophy 
of mobilization known as “workerism,” which focused solely on fac-
tory-fl oor issues—such as wages, hours, and working conditions—that 
immediately affected workers’ lives and well-being. In 1979 these unions 
banded together under an umbrella organization known as FOSATU 
(Federation of South African Trade Unions). FOSATU reaffi rmed a com-
mitment to the ideals of workerism and eschewed involvement with the 
broader goals of nationalist struggle, partially because they feared that 
association with the ANC would invite government repression, but also 
because the leaders of the workerist movement—many of them white 
Marxist intellectuals5—emphasized the class character of apartheid 
accumulation and sought to nourish clear working-class identities with 
the goal of galvanizing socialist revolution. FOSATU refused to align 
with the nationalist bourgeoisie and criticized the ANC for lacking a 
clearly defi ned commitment to working-class issues (see Foster 1982; 
Nash 1999).

FOSATU’s commitment to workerism allowed it to bring workers of 
various cultural backgrounds—both urban and rural—together under 
the same umbrella regardless of their political faction. Indeed, migrant 
workers from rural areas, many of whom supported Inkatha, were par-
ticularly important to the success of the union movement in its early 
years. Union leaders focused their efforts on migrants because they were 
easy to organize given their concentration in all-male hostels and the 
fact that they occupied the most menial, underpaid jobs. Because this 
demographic was so important, FOSATU elected to cooperate with 
Inkatha—albeit uneasily—on purely pragmatic grounds. Jay Naidoo, 
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an organizer who had worked in the predominantly rural sugar indus-
try, explained to me in an interview that “FOSATU would stick to fac-
tory-fl oor issues and Inkatha would be the dominant player in the polit-
ical issues.” In other words, the union was content to ignore Inkatha 
and its conservative political agenda so long as it could focus on class-
based organization.

Under this arrangement, rural migrant workers could be members of 
Inkatha at the same time as they were members of FOSATU unions. 
FOSATU unions made no demands on workers’ political orientation; 
instead, organizers put aside their own (often radical) politics and 
focused on the bread-and-butter issues that concerned workers on the 
factory fl oor—an agenda that workers were happy to support. As 
Naidoo put it to me: “[Even though] I was an anti-Inkatha person . . . 
the reality was that the majority of the workers in the sugar industry 
were Inkatha, and strongly Inkatha. So I was very careful not to raise the 
issue of political affi liation . . . I was careful not to disclose my political 
background.” Naidoo recalled that

In making the choice, workers said “on the factory fl oor [FOSATU] is the 
leader; in the community Inkatha is the leader . . . [FOSATU] has done noth-
ing to undermine us as workers; we are not asking them to join Inkatha—
they can have their own political views—but when it comes to union democ-
racy they have been our strongest proponents.” . . . That’s the choice they 
made. Because they knew us. They knew we were committed to the cause of 
workers on the factory fl oor . . . so even though Inkatha was against us, 
workers stayed.

This arrangement began to change during the early 1980s. Some of 
FOSATU’s most infl uential leaders—particularly Jay Naidoo and Chris 
Dlamini, the Federation’s national president and another leading fi gure 
from the sugar scene—eventually decided to shift FOSATU’s stance and 
link it up with the ANC and the broader liberation movement that was 
taking root in the townships, moving the union’s politics closer to their 
own.6 This decision made sense given a gradual demographic shift in 
the workforce from rural migrant workers to settled urban workers—a 
shift propelled by fi rms that were beginning to seek better-educated and 
better-skilled labor.7 This shift paved the way for increasing collabora-
tion between workers and the township activists led by the UDF, culmi-
nating in the mass stayaways of November 1984—an event that trans-
formed the nature of the resistance movement. According to FOSATU 
leader Thami Mali, this was “the fi rst time in South African history 
that trade unions and militant organizations acted in such dramatic 
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concert.”8 Building on the momentum from the stayaway, the following 
year FOSATU’s member unions gathered to inaugurate a new confed-
eration under the banner of the Congress of South African Trade Unions 
(COSATU). The birth of COSATU changed the style of working-class 
politics, heralding a new form of unionism with overt ties to the nation-
alist movement and committed to political agitation beyond the factory 
fl oor—a strategy known at the time as “popularism,” “political union-
ism,” or, given its association with the National Democratic Revolu-
tion, “NDR unionism.”

The relationship between the two fronts—between township and 
shop fl oor—was solidifi ed in 1988 when COSATU formally joined the 
UDF. The movement’s leaders reasoned that, because apartheid was 
predicated on a relationship between racial domination and class 
exploitation, effective resistance would require an alliance between the 
nationalist movement (battling racial oppression) and the workers’ 
movement (battling class exploitation) (Chipkin 2004:317–8). Yet these 
two interest groups received unequal priority, for COSATU operated 
on the policy of “two-stage revolution” that had been promoted by the 
Communist International in the Soviet Union. This policy held that 
because the industrial proletariat in developing countries is not nor-
mally mature enough to overthrow colonial capitalism by itself, work-
ers should form alliances with the indigenous bourgeoisie and pursue 
national emancipation as a fi rst stage of the revolution, and only later, 
in a second stage, move toward socialism (Drew 2000).9 In other words, 
the class-based struggle in South Africa was relegated to the waiting 
room of history, and the National Democratic Revolution took prece-
dence.

The abandonment of the workerist tradition and the ascendency of 
political unionism created a deep rift in the labor movement, drawing 
out latent antagonisms between workers who had previously coexisted 
quite happily. The lines were drawn primarily between residents of 
urban townships, who identifi ed with the National Democratic Revolu-
tion, and rural migrants, who rejected it—the same divisions that were 
eventually replicated in the liberation struggle at large. COSATU-affi li-
ated unions quickly became primary sites for mobilizing grassroots 
resistance against the apartheid regime. Many union organizers, some 
of whom were also politically active in their township communities, 
worked to conscientize members to understand the importance of the 
liberation struggle. One COSATU shop steward I spoke to remembered 
how he sought to bring the two movements together:
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I would push [democratic revolution] in the communities, and I would push 
it in the working class. We were involved in the working class and we were 
involved in the communities—so we were using both powers. I would invite 
workers to come to the community meetings. And some of the issues we 
were not happy about in the communities we would discuss on the shop 
fl oor. So [the movement] became a mixture of everything. I forced the work-
ing class to go and attend the UDF meetings and listen to the political people 
and help them realize that we must have a democratic country.10

This approach made it diffi cult to organize workers from rural Zulu-
land who did not support the goals of National Democratic Revolution, 
and many of them defected to join Inkatha-friendly unions (Chipkin 
2004; Hickel 2012). The largest of these were National Union,11 which 
grew out of the sugar industry and boasted some 25,000 members at its 
peak, and the United Workers Union of South Africa,12 which was 
formed by Buthelezi as an Inkatha-friendly counterweight to COSATU.13 
Buthelezi’s union was a cynical ploy backed by the apartheid state to 
divide the labor movement and ended up collapsing a few years after it 
was formed, but National Union remains a strong player in KwaZulu-
Natal, particularly among workers from rural Zululand. National 
Union claims to have taken up the mantle of workerism that FOSATU 
abandoned in 1985 in order to maintain a space where workers can 
organize for their rights on the shop fl oor without having to affi liate 
with the ANC and assent to its particular values.14

This narrative gives a sense for how the tensions formed that eventually 
divided the liberation struggle in Natal. The fi rst high-profi le incidents 
of violence took place shortly after the UDF was founded. That year 
some fi ve hundred Inkatha vigilantes stormed the University of Zulu-
land on the North Coast to clamp down on student support for the 
UDF, killing four people in what became known as the Ongoye Mas-
sacre. This set off a series of violent clashes between Inkatha and UDF-
affi liated civic associations in the Midlands, particularly around Pieter-
maritzburg and Hammarsdale. By 1985, these tensions had deepened 
into large-scale battles involving thousands of militants: Inkatha had 
begun to launch aggressive invasions of UDF-supporting townships, 
and UDF supporters responded by attacking Inkatha members in neigh-
boring hostels. The newspapers listed new killings nearly every day. 
In Imbali, Inkatha vigilantes assassinated a number of leaders of the 
Congress of South African Students,15 a radical organization aligned 
with the ANC. In KwaMakhuta, vigilantes waylaid a prayer meeting 
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at the home of a UDF offi cial and executed thirteen women and chil-
dren. In 1986, after the formation of COSATU, Inkatha agents began to 
target and execute activist union leaders, and COSATU agents responded 
in kind. In the fi rst few days of 1988, Inkatha vigilantes burned thirty-
fi ve houses in Mpumalanga township. That same year, in the township 
of Trust Feeds, Inkatha attacked a funeral procession and massacred 
eleven mourners after days of trying to force the UDF out of the area.16

By 1990, after the unbanning of the ANC, the confl ict had escalated 
to the point of outright warfare. In the area southwest of Pietermaritz-
burg a contingent of as many as twelve thousand armed Zulu warriors, 
many of them dressed in traditional regalia, descended on townships 
that supported the UDF—Vulindlela, Caluza, and Ashdown—looting 
and burning more than three thousand houses in what became known 
as the Seven Days War. By the time the assault ended a week later, hun-
dreds of people had been killed and over thirty thousand residents had 
fl ed for refuge in Edendale, forced to seek shelter in church halls and 
emergency camps. Two years later more than two hundred Inkatha 
vigilantes launched an attack on Boipatong township from KwaMadala 
hostel near Johannesburg, slaughtering forty-six residents, including 
seventeen women, and destroying some fi fty homes. Smaller-scale inci-
dents during this period were orchestrated by powerful warlords loyal 
to one or the other party, who operated out of settlements near Durban 
and Pietermaritzburg.17 The buildup to the national elections in 1994 
brought on yet another surge of violence, resulting in nearly seven hun-
dred fatalities in March and April of that year alone. A month before 
the elections, ANC security guards massacred nineteen Inkatha sup-
porters who were taking part in a large protest march outside Shell 
House, the ANC headquarters in Johannesburg.18

The violence did not cease after the elections, which Inkatha con-
tested at the last minute as the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP). In perhaps 
the most notorious incident of postapartheid political violence, an IFP 
chief in Shobashobane orchestrated the murders of eighteen ANC youth 
on Christmas day of 1995. While most of the outright violence has sub-
sided over the past decade, tensions remain high to this day, resurging 
predictably during election seasons when the ANC and Inkatha battle it 
out at the polls across rural Zululand.19

As this list of key events illustrates, Inkatha was the primary aggres-
sor in this confl ict, claiming roughly four times as many lives as the 
ANC.20 UDF and ANC supporters were not just passive victims, how-
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ever, even if their violence was never perpetrated on the scale that 
Inkatha was able to mobilize. Township activists regarded rural migrant 
Zulus as stooges of the apartheid regime, complicit with the cynical 
structures of indirect rule and collaborators in the state’s plan to divide 
the Africa population and forestall the rise of national or class con-
sciousness. These perceptions were not unfounded, given that the state 
security establishment covertly funded and trained Inkatha and contin-
gents of rural Zulu warriors in order to destabilize the anti-apartheid 
movement. This motivated township activists to seek out and assassi-
nate paid informers, appointed politicians, and other “counterrevolu-
tionary” individuals whom they deemed collusive with the state’s 
attempts to sabotage the revolution. Many of these attacks were orches-
trated in revenge for Inkatha’s pogroms in the townships or in order to 
coerce compliance with boycotts and strikes (without which the revolu-
tion could not have succeeded), and focused specifi cally on the labor 
hostels that housed tens of thousands of rural Zulus in the vicinity of 
urban areas—evocative symbols of the apartheid-era migrancy system. 
Attacks by ANC supporters fueled Inkatha’s sense of being under siege 
and supplied fodder for the apartheid state to discredit the ANC as a 
“terrorist” organization.

 FIGURE 1. An Inkatha rally at Ulundi in 1991. Photo by Ian Berry (Magnum Photos).
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EXPLAINING THE CIVIL WAR

This period of civil warfare poses questions that have puzzled scholars 
and analysts for decades. Why did Africans fall into such bitter confl ict 
at precisely the moment when the world expected heightened racial 
solidarities against the apartheid regime? Why did rural migrant work-
ers refuse to align with the National Democratic Revolution when it 
seems it would have been in their interests to do so? And what moti-
vated them to go so far as to attempt to sabotage the movement?

Scholars have gone a long way toward explaining the various drivers 
of this confl ict. Perhaps the most obvious reason has to do with the 
rivalry between the ANC and Inkatha that followed the rupture in 1979 
between Buthelezi and the leadership of the ANC in exile—a personal 
fallout that set the parties against each other in an aggressive struggle 
for power (Hart 2002; Morris and Hindson 1992; Waetjen 1999). This 
leadership-level confl ict activated animosities between loyal members of 
the two parties that spread throughout the province and eventually 
divided almost every African community into one or the other camp 
(Kramer 2007). Most accounts that emphasize this theme focus on the 
power that Inkatha’s big-men leaders used to coerce people to support 
them (see Aitchison 1989; Sutcliffe and Wellings 1988; Minnaar 1992). 
Inkatha cultivated a close relationship with the Native Authority struc-
tures in rural KwaZulu and in the migrant workers’ hostels; indeed, in 
many cases the two organizations were indistinguishable. Inkatha-affi l-
iated chiefs, headmen, and warlord leaders of informal settlements 
would often refuse to allocate land and services to their subjects unless 
they agreed to join the party’s ranks. This system of conditional patron-
age is often invoked as the reason for Inkatha’s high membership num-
bers and success in Natal during the 1994 elections; the claim is that 
people were coerced into voting for Inkatha—that they would never do 
so voluntarily.

Scholars have also focused on the role of ethnic nationalism in the 
confl ict.21 Some have seen migrant Zulus as driven by a sort of primor-
dial tribalism. Others begin from a more instrumentalist perspective, 
and emphasize how Buthelezi, in his scramble to accumulate power, has 
skillfully manipulated rural Zulus by reviving and appealing to an 
ancient historical tradition rooted in the Zulu monarchy, to which, as 
the uncle of King Zwelithini, he has very close ties (Marks 1986; Mare 
and Hamilton 1987; Hamilton 1998; Waetjen 2004). According to this 
approach, Buthelezi built up the ranks of Inkatha by mobilizing a new 
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and very powerful form of ethnic identity. Realizing that he had lost the 
struggle for power within the nation at large, Buthelezi resigned himself 
to claiming power within a nation ethnically defi ned, and went on to 
dominate the politics of the KwaZulu homeland. By collaborating with 
the ideology of apartheid, he and other opportunistic homeland elites 
were able to advance a pro-capitalist, petit-bourgeois agenda that lined 
their pockets but granted very little to the constituents they mobilized 
under the banner of the Zulu nation (Southall 1986).

Yet Buthelezi is not the only one guilty of manipulating migrants—
and Inkatha—for his own political ends. In the 1990s, journalists 
exposed how the apartheid state had been using Inkatha as a proxy force 
against the UDF and the ANC, channeling South African Police funds to 
organize Inkatha rallies and to train, arm, and transport Inkatha izimpi 
(warriors).22 In the most extreme instance of this, President Botha con-
spired directly with Buthelezi to have the South African Defense Force 
train Inkatha paramilitary troops as counterinsurgents in the Caprivi 
Strip of northeast Namibia. Operation Marion, as it was called, returned 
over two hundred trainees to Natal in September 1986 with the objective 
of destroying the UDF/ANC and their supporters (Meyers 2008:50ff.). 
The United States—and specifi cally the conservative Heritage Founda-
tion—also contributed funds to build Inkatha as a Cold War ally, a bul-
wark against the “terrorism” and “communism” presumably fomented 
by the ANC (Adam and Moodley 1992:491). Much of the violence dur-
ing the 1980s and 1990s can be directly attributed to these forces.

The apartheid state also co-opted a number of other key African 
institutions in the political fi eld. As I mentioned above, Inkatha’s trade 
union wing was set up with state money—upwards of R1.5 million at 
the time—on the condition that the union would maintain a pro-capi-
talist line and refrain from antagonizing employers (Myers 2008:52). 
The state also created Joint Management Councils to link the South 
African military and police establishment with local government struc-
tures in KwaZulu in order to fend off the forces of revolution (De Haas 
and Zulu 1994:442; McLean 1994; Zulu 1992). These various organs 
were used deliberately to engender antagonism between hostel-dwellers 
and township residents in Natal. One way they did this was by fabricat-
ing and circulating rumors. In Soweto, for example, police distributed 
forged pamphlets designed to appear as ANC directives calling on 
township residents to incinerate the hostels and drive “the Zulus” from 
the city. When hostel residents saw these pamphlets they defended 
themselves with preemptive attacks on the township.23
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The goal of this covert campaign was not only to divide the African 
population and to create a proxy for state violence, but also to fabricate 
a narrative that would justify the continuation of apartheid policies. 
Political leaders pointed to black-on-black confl ict as evidence that in the 
absence of white rule, Africans would descend into savage tribal warfare.

Another clue to the confl ict lies in the history of the labor movement 
that I described above. As FOSATU linked up with the popular struggle 
in the townships it began to focus more on urban workers and left rural 
migrants largely marginalized and alienated from the political process 
(Sitas 1996). To make matters worse, organizers gradually abandoned 
hostels for townships as their primary sites of mobilization, particularly 
after infl ux controls were abolished in 1986 and large numbers of 
unemployed migrants took up residence in the hostels. Mahmood 
Mamdani has argued that the exclusion of migrants from the new resist-
ance movement left them “available for organization” by Inkatha and 
its affi liated unions, which “tried to harvest their alienation from town-
ship militancy” (1996:255). Migrants’ sense of alienation was made 
worse when the ANC proposed to gender integrate hostels and convert 
them into family units for settled urban workers. Mamdani suggests 
that migrants saw this as an attack on their urban patch—their ticket to 
the incomes they needed to support their rural families. Taking advan-
tage of this growing discontent, Inkatha began to organize in the hostels 
and managed to shore up a solid political base among rural migrants. 
Some hostels eventually became the equivalent of military barracks for 
Inkatha’s warriors, fortresses from which Inkatha launched attacks 
against surrounding township communities.24

According to Mamdani, then, rural migrants—having been aban-
doned by the unions—needed a new form of political organization, 
which they found in the Native Authority system (a product of indirect 
rule) that governed both their hostels and the rural areas to which they 
were linked. This was particularly important given increasing competi-
tion over living space and jobs at the time, which heightened migrants’ 
sense of economic insecurity (Olivier 1992). Desperate for access to a 
diminishing resource base that was increasingly controlled by township 
dwellers, migrants coalesced into an interest group defi ned by the iden-
tity marker that seemed most readily available: ethnicity. Buoyed by 
their power in the Native Authority, hostel headmen drew on the idiom 
of customary law to shift the discourse of resistance from class-based 
interest to ethnically defi ned rights, with which they could leverage 
greater traction with the apartheid state.
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Each of these explanations illuminates important dimensions of the 
ANC-Inkatha confl ict. Yet if we focus only on the self-perpetuating 
logic of party rivalry, the instrumentalization of ethnic identity by polit-
ical leaders, and the covert manipulation of factional tensions by the 
state, we run the risk of papering over the real political differences that 
are at stake in the confl ict.25 What gets lost in these kinds of explana-
tions is the perspectives of migrants themselves, who come across as 
mere pawns in a game orchestrated by dominant power interests. It is 
not enough to say that the people who took up arms against ANC mem-
bers in the townships were manipulated by malicious political leaders, 
or subject to a form of ethnic false consciousness. We also need to con-
sider the vernacular interests that motivated them as conscious political 
agents.

Mamdani’s account makes important strides in this direction. He 
sees rural migrants as rational decision-makers with agendas that we 
can make sense of and relate to. Yet his narrative implies that if the 
agents of the National Democratic Revolution had made a better effort 
to integrate rural migrants, they could have proceeded amicably together 
into the postapartheid dispensation. To the extent that migrants diverge 
from the values of their counterparts in the township (by appealing to 
the customary, for example), Mamdani claims that they do so as rational 
actors bidding for a more secure hold on a dwindling resource base. 
This perspective misses two crucial points: fi rst, that NDR-linked unions 
were often actively hostile toward migrant workers (i.e., the very ideol-
ogy of National Democratic Revolution itself necessitated their exclu-
sion); and second, that migrant workers had their own, sui generis rea-
sons for disliking the popular struggle and mobilizing against it (i.e., 
even if the NDR unions had not abandoned the hostels, migrants would 
still have rejected the movement).

HIERARCHY AND POLITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS

The interviews that I conducted with rural migrants who were active in 
the labor movement in the 1980s and 1990s suggest a different story.26 
Never once did my interlocutors point to resource competition or ethnic 
identity as key issues; instead, workers explained—almost without 
exception—that they refused to join the NDR union movement because 
they did not want to be involved with “politics” (amapolitiki). By this 
they meant that they did not want to participate in the tactics of the 
liberation struggle—strikes, stayaways, and so on—because doing so 
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would compromise their wages and work security. During the 1980s 
and 1990s, migrants were known for having a conservative approach to 
work: they sought to earn as much money as they could while in the 
city, spend as little as possible on basic necessities, and then send the 
rest back home to “build the homestead” (Bonner and Ndima 2009). 
For them, the obligation to build the homestead was more important 
than political transformation; indeed, the sacrifi ces demanded by the 
struggle undermined their ability to fulfi ll their domestic responsibili-
ties. “We are not dealing with the politics!” one migrant told me; 
“When COSATU came, they tried to implement that here . . . but we 
didn’t want to bring politics into the workplace.” And according to 
another: “We knew that thing of politics wouldn’t help us.” ANC cad-
res from the townships regarded this position as indefensible—they saw 
migrants as a weak link in the chain of solidarity.

The refusal to participate in “politics” also signifi ed a rejection of the 
specifi cally liberal politics of the ANC and its vision of equal rights 
within an egalitarian social order. This became a divisive issue with the 
rise of COSATU in the late 1980s. The shift to popularism, or NDR 
unionism, was propelled in part by the entry of young men into leader-
ship positions in the labor movement who had been radicalized by the 
student riots of 1976. They considered themselves independent from 
their parents and self-consciously cast off the authority of conservative 
elders as part of their political radicalism. They believed that their par-
ents’ generation was overly submissive to and respectful of apartheid 
authorities. Indeed, they often took it upon themselves to chastise—and 
sometimes physically attack—elders who failed to uphold boycotts, 
strikes, and other tactical maneuvers. Rural workers I interviewed 
claimed that they objected to this behavior as deeply “disrespectful” and 
considered it an inversion of the natural order of generational hierarchy. 
As one put it to me: “For us Zulus, children do have rights, yet you can’t 
take a child and make him equal to his father. But the ANC doesn’t 
believe in this culture. They want to destroy the culture of the Zulus.”

A number of scholars have picked up on this point. Ivor Chipkin 
reports the words of migrant workers who expressed their dissatisfac-
tion with the township youths by referring to the value of “respect”:

Discipline is very important. If you are a child growing up [in a Zulu house-
hold] you are not used to speak[ing] with your father. You always speak 
with your mama. Township residents do not impress me. Respect is unknown 
amongst them. Sometimes you hear that comrades have assaulted the father 
of a house. That is not human; it’s very barbaric. It is an insult to humanity. 
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Nature doesn’t allow that a child can beat an elderly person, under no cir-
cumstances. [cited in Chipkin 2004:330]

Adding to this sentiment, some of the male migrants I interviewed also 
indicated that they had been concerned about COSATU’s commitment 
to a certain theory of gender equality. One or two objected to the fact 
that some of COSATU’s shop stewards and organizers were women, or 
that women were encouraged to participate as decision-makers in the 
union’s proceedings. But most had no problem with women taking 
these responsibilities; rather they took issue with what they saw as 
COSATU’s attempt to promote the idea of men and women as onto-
logically equivalent beings. As one of my interviewees put it: “In our 
culture a woman has rights, maybe even better than a man, but you 
can’t take a woman as equal to her husband.”

If rural workers were upset at NDR unionists for undermining gen-
erational hierarchies and gender differences, NDR unionists were equally 
upset at rural workers for upholding them. As the labor movement 
shifted to embrace the NDR agenda it promoted a particular approach 
to freedom that stood against the notion of hierarchy, as in the encom-
passment of one subject by another. The NDR unions had their own 
particular kinds of hierarchies, of course; indeed, many were organized 
according to rigid ladders of command that gave leaders at the top an 
extraordinary amount of power. Still, the basic principle was that being 
a revolutionary subject meant being an autonomous individual freed 
from the constraints of elders, clans, tribes, chiefdoms, and other author-
ities who trumped the agency of their subordinates. One woman from 
Durban who was a labor organizer during the transition told me:

In the rural areas people do not have solidarity. Even when they want to 
have a [political] meeting they must go via their chiefs and headmen, and if 
permission is not granted then they cannot do anything. And when they meet 
they must report to the chief what the meeting was about, which is wrong.

Drawing on Marxist thought, the NDR unions placed a premium on 
escaping the strictures of false consciousness and empowering each 
individual to think and act of their own will and initiative. The NDR 
unions could not accommodate rural workers who seemed to value sub-
mission to authority and who appeared to defer to the wishes of their 
elders, chiefs, and headmen.

A second dimension of the NDR approach to freedom was that it 
rejected as irrational and fetishistic the belief that one’s fortune hinges 
on the will of the ancestors, and that angering the ancestors could result 
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in consequences such as poverty, sickness, and unemployment. This 
belief remains widely held among migrants. “Let’s say you are here in 
the working place and you get an accident for no reason,” one migrant 
from Hlabisa explained to me. “You need to go to a sangoma [diviner] 
to check what you have done wrong. Then you must do exactly what 
they tell. The problem is that you are not communicating with amadlozi 
[ancestors], so they leave you and misfortunes come up.” These beliefs 
are not exclusive to migrants, of course; some COSATU members hold 
similar views. But in its offi cial discourse COSATU has always insisted 
on a materialist analysis of causality and a class analysis of fortune. 
Today COSATU seeks to promote “proper” revolutionary conscious-
ness by conducting training sessions designed not only to politicize 
workers on issues of gender, class, and rights, but also to push people to 
understand social relations within a secular model of agency and cau-
sality—to shed false consciousness in favor of objective knowledge. I 
attended a number of these sessions. During one, the COSATU training 
consultant—a longtime member of the Communist Party—accused 
rural Zulu workers of false consciousness in the following terms:

This thing of understanding misfortune to be the consequence of broken 
relationships with the ancestors or witchcraft . . . it is a religion they hold as 
part of their culture. . . . [But] you can’t just sit and slaughter goats and hope 
you get a job; that is not responsible. You should not hang all of your hopes 
on the ancestors. . . . We have to build people’s consciousness about how to 
act on the objective conditions they are in . . . We need programs to dispel 
these beliefs about witchcraft. It all centers around education. . . . People 
must realize that they are architects of their own destinies.

During the period of political transition, the (culturally marked) 
image of the peasant came to stand in contrast to the ideal national 
subject, which NDR unions confl ated with the (unmarked) image of the 
“modern” urban individual. “Freedom” became associated with a 
determinate cultural state, namely, that of being liberated from the arbi-
trary authority of kinship hierarchies and fully conscious of the objec-
tive conditions of the external world (see Chipkin 2004:335; 2007). 
Migrants, by contrast, were considered unfree, and as such were 
regarded as obstacles to revolutionary change. COSATU organizers 
often denounced rural Zulus as traditionalists committed to moribund 
cultural values that run counter to the developmentalist trajectory that 
underwrites the modern nation-building project.

COSATU’s reasoning followed the logic of Eric Hobsbawm’s argu-
ment that peasant-proletarians are “prepolitical”—people whose 
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actions are organized along the “archaic,” “anachronistic” axes of kin-
ship and clan, and involve spirits, ancestors, witches, umuthi, and other 
supernatural agents as actors alongside humans (Hobsbawm 1959). In 
Hobsbawm’s formulation, these “primitive rebels” have yet to come to 
terms with the secular logic of power and class; “[capitalism] comes to 
them from outside, insidiously, by the operation of economic forces 
which they do not understand” (1959:2). COSATU relies on a similar 
logic, and has traditionally regarded peasants as lacking revolutionary 
potential. In this they follow Marx, who assumed that capitalist devel-
opment is a necessary precondition for secular political consciousness.27 
One COSATU organizer—a woman from Lamontville—complained to 
me that “[i]n rural areas people are still blank. . . . To organize them is 
like teaching a child. You have to make them understand politics, teach 
them basic things about their rights. . . . How can you teach someone 
about politics when they cannot even express themselves? We have to 
open their eyes.”

Not surprisingly, most workers from rural Zululand fi nd COSATU’s 
discourse profoundly alienating, which is why they have sought refuge 
in workerist unions like National Union, where they are not patronized 
and stigmatized. Zeblon Mbatha, the longtime president of National 
Union, suggested to me in an interview that COSATU’s historicist nar-
rative renders it incapable of organizing rural Zulus, complaining: 
“They say a person from the rural areas is ignorant and cannot think.” 
It was not just that rural migrants were ignored by the NDR unionists, 
as Mamdani would have it; they were actively rejected, and—inasmuch 
as they were considered an obstacle to the revolution—often became 
the object of violence.28

These tensions came to a head in 1985 after the formation of COSATU. 
The workerist tradition that had been championed by FOSATU before-
hand had maintained a public domain where rural migrants could engage 
with workplace issues in a democratic fashion that did not exclude them 
on the basis of their kinship structure, cultural values, and epistemology. 
As Chipkin (2004:327) has put it, being a member of a workerist union 
“did not imply a transformation of their souls, of their beings. It was not 
necessary for them to become secular [and, I would add, liberal] individu-
als . . . they did not have to become ‘modern’ in order to become demo-
crats” and join a revolutionary struggle aimed at achieving a social order 
with which they did not identify. The open, politically nonaligned demo-
cratic space and shop-fl oor focus of workerist unions allowed workers to 
act as if they were a class in and for themselves, while retaining other 
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commitments at the same time. When FOSATU abandoned workerism in 
favor of NDR unionism, that inclusive domain was replaced with a 
project that privileged and actively sought to reproduce the modern polit-
ical subject. The illiberal perspectives that were tolerated under the work-
erist movement were suddenly drawn out into the open and made the 
object of reform. This helps explain the fact that COSATU managed to 
gain immense traction among workers from urban townships but strug-
gled (and continues to struggle) to acquire majority representation at 
centers in rural Zululand.

For rural migrants, the transformation of the labor movement was 
not simply an inconvenience, it ran straight against their moral vision of 
the proper order of things. Liberalism was not only abstractly anathema 
to their most cherished social values, but actually dangerous. Inkatha 
did not produce this discontent, as some have claimed (e.g., Aitchison 
1989; Gwala 1989), but tapped into it by reaffi rming the importance of 
“traditional” Zulu values and defending these on the national political 
stage. As a political organization, Inkatha bears a dual structure: a 
Western-educated, bourgeois leadership, on the one hand, and member-
ship base comprised of peasants and peasant-proletarians, on the other. 
The former attempted to appropriate and claimed to represent the 
moral outrage of the latter in its cynical bid to secure power in the fi eld 
of national politics.

A CRITIQUE OF CRITICAL THEORY

Evolutionism, functionalism, diffusionism—whatever the method, all 
repress otherness in the name of sameness, reduce the different to the 
already known, and thus fundamentally escape the task of making 
sense of other worlds.

—V. Y. Mudimbe, The Invention of Africa

If we accept that rural migrants are motivated to defend the principles 
of hierarchy and social difference, the next question becomes: Why? My 
answer—and the ethnographic evidence I marshal to back it up—
unfolds in the following chapters. Readers who are eager to begin the 
ethnography may wish to skip straight to Chapter 2, for I devote the 
remaining pages of the present chapter to assessing some of the existing 
theories that have set out to explain the politics of hierarchy in South 
Africa. I argue that while these accounts can teach us a great deal about 
the issue, they tend to rely on a set of assumptions about human behav-
ior that we need to question. To do so we need a theory of culture, 
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which in South Africa proves a tricky terrain to negotiate. This discus-
sion may seem to be a bit of a detour, but it provides important back-
ground for the broader argument that I develop in the conclusion of the 
book.

The dominant view about the rural Zulu defense of hierarchy holds 
that migrant males are interested in maintaining patriarchal social order 
because it allows them to control the labor of women and minors and 
thus maximize their status and power in rural areas. This arrangement 
came under attack in the late 1980s when the UDF and ANC began to 
demand that hostels be either abolished or converted into family units 
as part of a multi-pronged tactic of reform: to dismantle the exploitative 
migrant labor system that colonialism had created, to urbanize and 
modernize rural Zulus, to undermine Inkatha’s power base, and to end 
the oppression of women in the rural areas to which they were confi ned 
(see Bazilla 1991). According to Glen Elder (2003), migrants resisted 
out of fear that once their wives and families moved to urban areas they 
would no longer be subject to the patriarchal power of homestead heads 
and chiefs under customary law. By contrast, Inkatha fought in favor of 
hostels remaining as temporary accommodations for single males—as 
urban extensions of the rural homestead—and worked hard, in Elder’s 
words, to invoke “an idyllic rural past with a hierarchical cultural order 
where old age was respected and a ‘traditional’ sexual division of labor 
prevailed” (Elder 2003:931; see also Hassim 1993).

The underlying claim here is that rural Zulu culture—characterized 
specifi cally by kinship hierarchy, or patriarchy—is rigged in the inter-
ests of elder males. Migrants seek to protect this cultural order because 
it serves their material interests.

This approach participates in a long and noble tradition of Marxist-
feminist critical theory in South African social science—a tradition that 
has been crucial to the critique of colonialism and capitalism in the 
region. Yet nonetheless some of the assumptions it makes require a bit 
of scrutiny. Let me offer a few examples to illustrate what I mean. In a 
highly infl uential 1990 anthology on gender in South Africa, the histo-
rian Jeff Guy deploys a materialist framework to confront gender in 
rural Zulu society as a class divide. Guy interprets “precapitalist” gen-
der relations as fundamentally “based upon the control of women’s 
labor power by men” (1990:33). His argument hinges on the institution 
of ilobolo, bridewealth in cattle. He recognizes that the transfer of 
bridewealth from a groom to his affi nes is contingent on the bride ful-
fi lling specifi c productive and reproductive duties. If she abdicates these 
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duties, the transaction can be reversed. Guy therefore reads ilobolo as 
the effective transfer of labor power between male homestead heads 
who vie to appropriate “surplus value” in the form of female labor and 
fertility. Guy notices that the division of labor within the precapitalist 
homestead was structured, not only by gender, but by generation as 
well. To be a woman, a child, or an unmarried man (the subordinate 
class) was to be “propertyless,” subject to the superiority of married 
male homestead heads (the dominant class) who accumulated the sur-
plus value produced by their dependents.

James Ferguson (1985) tells a similar story about gender in nearby 
Lesotho. He shows that in Basotho culture, cattle operate as a special 
type of commodity: they can only be controlled by men, they cannot be 
exchanged for cash, and they represent the highest form of social pres-
tige. Ferguson argues that this “bovine mystique” operates as a class 
ideology that serves the interests of married men by allowing them to 
accumulate wealth in a form that cannot be accessed by their wives, and 
can be used to develop networks of patronage that enhance their social 
standing. Women, by contrast, do everything they can to subvert the 
bovine mystique by praising men who accumulate cash instead of cattle, 
since cash is a form of household wealth that women can make claims 
on. Similarly, junior men also attempt to subvert the mystique by accu-
mulating wealth in commodities other than livestock, which—unlike 
cattle—cannot be claimed by their in-laws as part of their bridewealth 
dues. Ferguson’s stated purpose is to debunk the notion that people 
across cultures operate according to predictable models of economic 
rationality, but—ironically—he leaves us with a picture of Basotho 
society wherein individuals strategically manipulate cultural resources 
to maximize their material interests. Culture, from this Bourdieuian 
practice-theory perspective, becomes a terrain manipulated by compet-
ing individuals and interest groups, and ends up serving the interests of 
the dominant class.

One fi nal example. Benedict Carton (2000) reads the Zulu rebellion 
of 1906 as a struggle of radical young men against a system of patriar-
chal authority whereby “a small number of homestead heads shielded 
their power from rivals,” “contained assertive young men,” and “nar-
rowed the life prospects of youth” (3). In this narrative, youths chal-
lenged the rigid system of hierarchy that subordinated them to their 
elders—overbearing patriarchs who exercised arbitrary authority over 
wives and youth and sought “commercial advantage in marrying off 
their daughters” (40). To Carton, elders perpetuate the ancestor cult to 
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legitimate the patriarchal order and to mystify and naturalize their 
power (39). In this reading, hierarchy is intrinsically bad inasmuch as it 
denies juniors their individual autonomy. The assumption is that youths 
will automatically object to hierarchy, that they possess a natural incli-
nation to rebel against the cultural constraints imposed by their elders. 
Patriarchy here appears as a means for thwarting the “interests” of 
youth, which are assumed to be naturally opposed to those of patri-
archs as if across a class divide. In sum, Carton gives us an epic battle 
between the assertive individual and an overbearing hierarchical soci-
ety—a favorite Western metanarrative written back into early twenti-
eth-century Zulu history.

Each of these accounts leverages Marxist class analysis to critique the 
hierarchical order of gender and generation in rural African society. 
Culture appears as a form of ideology that the dominant class (elders, 
males) invokes and perpetuates to maintain the upper hand over the 
subordinate class (juniors, women). Culture is controlled by elder males 
and refl ective of their interests just as the superstructure refl ects the 
interests of the bourgeoisie in capitalist society.

In African anthropology, this perspective became popular with the 
Manchester School as a counterpoint to the structural-functionalist 
approaches that had previously dominated the fi eld. Structural function-
alists saw social institutions—such as kinship rules, rituals, and belief 
systems—as functioning to keep individuals together in groups by over-
riding their natural tendency to fragment. Where structural-functionalists 
saw cohesion, Marxist scholars pointed to confl ict, seeking to expose the 
power interests and inequalities that lay behind what appeared to be 
social unity and solidarity.29 For them, kinship rules, rituals, and religious 
beliefs are not about holding people together, but refl ect the cunning 
attempts by a dominant class to accumulate power at the expense of 
other groups. Yet, despite their obvious differences, these two schools of 
thought share crucial common ground. Both presuppose a fundamental 
antagonism between the individual and society, and see society as an 
artifi cial force that overrides individuals’ natural desire for autonomy—
the standard liberal metanarrative that I outlined in the previous chapter. 
The difference is that structural-functionalists see this as basically good, 
whereas Marxists see it as basically bad, for it impinges on individual 
freedom and agency and constrains people’s capacity for critical thought.

This is exactly the framework that informs the ANC’s critique of 
rural Zulus described above. It comes at them from two sides: from the 
dominant political party as well as from Western social scientists.
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There is another assumption in the Marxist approach that is worth 
drawing out. These types of accounts tend to turn on a theory of exploi-
tation that relies on the concept of alienation. Women and juniors are 
alienated from their labor power, and male elders accumulate wealth 
and prestige by expropriating the surplus value that they generate. 
Comaroff and Comaroff (1990) epitomize this approach when they 
argue that the agricultural labor of Tswana wives generates goods—
such as beer and livestock—which men then alienate (or “steal”) and 
circulate as gifts to enhance their prestige in the public sphere. The role 
of women’s labor gets covered up, and men use women’s surplus for 
their own interests, which are assumed to be incompatible with the 
interests of the women they exploit. As Marilyn Strathern (1990) has 
pointed out, the concept of expropriation here relies on the assumption 
that each individual owns, or ought to own, the things that they pro-
duce, a conceit of Western possessive individualism that believes per-
sons to be the natural proprietors of their will, their energies, and their 
labor power.30 This view of personhood and the dichotomous person-
thing relationship is closely associated with the rise of industrial capital-
ism in Europe, to which the Marxist critique is internal. Strathern 
accuses Marxist analysts of importing capitalist notions of class, inter-
est, and power—categories that derive from a distinctly Western social 
science—into contexts where they might not apply.

Strathern’s work has not been taken up much by scholars of South 
Africa. If we were to apply her insights, we might say that to see patri-
archs pitted against women and youth in a class-like battle over surplus 
value is to erase the cultural specifi city of the rural Zulu family, 
the relationships that constitute it, and emic ideas about labor, prop-
erty, and power. I do not mean to say that hierarchy is embraced by 
women and youth without confl ict, or that problematic forms of domi-
nation and exploitation do not exist. I mean only to say that we cannot 
assume that these dynamics conform to our expectations (indeed, to use 
terms like “domination” and “exploitation” throws us off track from 
the start, because they are freighted with assumptions from specifi c 
moral traditions; there is no neutral or objective language with which to 
speak about power). Existing accounts tend to smuggle in Eurocentric 
notions of personhood, interest, and possession, and they take for 
granted the very categories that most need to be explained, namely, 
“man” and “woman,” and the relationship between them. We need to 
be able to elucidate the distinctive nature of the sociality in question in 
order to understand precisely how “interest” operates for rural Zulus, 
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which requires ethnographic work. Strathern reminds us that “the task 
is not to imagine one can replace exogenous concepts by indigenous 
counterparts, but to convey the complexity of the indigenous concepts 
in reference to the particular context in which they are produced” 
(1990:8).

This statement captures the burden that motivates the following 
chapters, which seek to take seriously the categories and concerns that 
migrants themselves point to when describing their political motiva-
tions. Hierarchy is central to rural migrants’ political aspirations, yes. 
But why? What does hierarchy mean to them? Why do they feel so com-
pelled to defend it? What are the consequences of its violation?

THE POLITICS OF CULTURE

When I initially began my fi eld research, I set out to do a Marxist anal-
ysis not dissimilar to the ones I have outlined above. I wanted to know 
why rural migrant workers in KwaZulu-Natal—specifi cally in the sugar 
industry—continue so vehemently to resist recruitment by COSATU 
unions. I hypothesized that some form of mystifi cation or false con-
sciousness was at play—a form of cultural hegemony complicit with 
capital, or the cynical machinations of managers well-versed in indus-
trial psychology, cramping workers’ ability to perceive and act on their 
own class interests. My assumption was that the political agenda of 
class struggle and National Democratic Revolution—which COSATU 
embodies—is somehow in line with the natural interests of workers. But 
as I delved into the ethnography I began to recognize the importance of 
suspending the categories of Marxist analysis in order to think more 
seriously—in the tradition of Boasian anthropology—about the cultur-
ally particular meanings that frame rural migrants’ political interests. In 
the process, I discovered that the concerns that motivate migrants do 
not fi t easily within the paradigm of interests that organizes so much of 
Western social science and critical theory, which assumes a model of 
personhood and possessive individualism that simply does not operate 
in rural Zululand. Put simply, I realized the analytical importance of 
acknowledging cultural difference.

This is a tricky position to take in South Africa. To many in South 
African academia—and in the ANC—theorizing the reactionary politics 
of rural migrants as consistent with some kind of cultural orientation 
smacks of collusion with the ideology of apartheid. Apartheid adminis-
trators explicitly sought to forestall the rise of political radicalism, class 
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consciousness, and Pan-African ideology among rural Africans by forci-
bly “tribalizing” them, effectively infl ating and reinscribing cultural dif-
ference as a tactic of control in the classic tradition of divide-and-rule 
governance. In addition, administrators sought to maintain the “mysti-
fi cation” of rural Africans by keeping them tied to social orders that left 
little room for Marxist ideas about class, oppression, and exploitation, 
and whose cosmologies diverted attention away from materialist con-
ceptions of causality. As if having read Marx, segregationists sought to 
forestall the march of History by preventing rural Africans from becom-
ing a proper proletariat. And they did so under the rubric of promoting 
and upholding culture.31

What is more, the element of so-called traditional culture that they 
most sought to take advantage of was in fact hierarchy. The long tradi-
tion of Marxist scholarship in South Africa has played a crucial role in 
illuminating and denouncing this scandal. Scholars have shown how the 
apartheid system of native reserves and pass laws was organized for the 
optimally effi cient exploitation of African labor. Harold Wolpe (1972) 
argued that the cunning articulation of (white, urban) capitalist with 
(black, rural) precapitalist modes of production allowed industries to 
pay male migrant workers a fraction of the cost of their social reproduc-
tion, which was subsidized by the unpaid labor of African females in 
rural homesteads. In other words, as Belinda Bozzoli (1983) has pointed 
out, this system only worked because of the hierarchical social organi-
zation of rural areas, which prevented women from accessing resources, 
mobility, and power. Women, according to Bozzoli, were doubly 
exploited under apartheid, subject to a “patchwork quilt of patriar-
chies” that ultimately served the interests of white capital. In short, 
Wolpe and Bozzoli argued that the patriarchal order of rural African 
society was manipulated by the architects of apartheid in the service of 
capital accumulation. These perspectives were crucial to the resistance 
movement at the time, which saw the “traditional” aspects of rural 
Zulu society as serving the interests of apartheid capital.

Given this history, it is hardly surprising that there is something 
sticky about the culture concept in the context of South Africa. Focus-
ing on culture and difference skirts too close to the discourses that 
underwrote racial segregation (Kuper 1999). This is partly due to the 
fact that anthropology was once complicit with the project of segrega-
tion and apartheid. One of the region’s early instantiations of the disci-
pline evolved in the 1920s from the Afrikaans volkekunde school, 
which drew heavily on the “culturalist” tendencies of German and 
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American anthropology as well as the “organismic” approach of 
Malinowski. Among the most infl uential of the volkekunde ethnologists 
were Max Eiselen and P. J. Coertze, who emphasized the uniqueness of 
each so-called cultural group, conceived as distinct, unchanging, and 
clearly bounded units (Pauw 1980:319). Native groups were defi ned 
according to particular cultural characteristics in what Richard Handler 
(1988) calls “cultural objectifi cation,” the process by which culture is 
cast as a “thing,” a natural object bounded in space, homogeneous in 
essence, historically continuous and characterizable by the properties 
and traits that it bears.

The volkekunde school used this theory to justify segregation under 
colonialism and apartheid, insisting that the boundaries of cultural dif-
ference in South Africa corresponded with groups of humans distinct 
enough to approximate different species. Indeed, many volkekunde the-
orists considered culture to be genetically determined. During apart-
heid, proponents of this approach went on to organize projects aimed 
overtly at promoting state ideologies of ethnic purity. Eiselen was a 
close associate of Hendrik Verwoerd, the principal architect of apart-
heid in his role as minister of native affairs in the 1950s and later as 
prime minister. Afrikaans universities funneled their graduates in 
“applied anthropology” into various branches of the government—
including the Department of Native Administration and the South Afri-
can Defense Force—where they helped manage and control indigenous 
peoples (Gordon and Spiegel 1993:85; Hammond-Tooke 1997:4). The 
creation of Bantustans and the philosophy of “separate development” 
evolved directly from volkekunde anthropology. Volkekunde theories 
were essential to apartheid ideology on two fronts: the insistence on 
cultural difference among Africans in service of intra-African segrega-
tion as an element of divide-and-rule policy; and the construction of the 
Afrikaans community according to ideas about ethnic and racial purity.

British social anthropologists of the region—specifi cally Max Gluck-
mann—reacted strongly against the use of anthropology for racist ends. 
They criticized the volkekunde school for its “preoccupation with indi-
vidual cultures” (Gluckman 1975), for reifying culture as historically 
continuous, and for assuming cultures to be “unique, bounded, unchange-
able, and all-determining” units (West 1979). The British school were not 
interested in mapping the characteristics of “ethnic” units. They focused 
instead on studying issues like labor, migrancy, and marriage in the con-
text of the broader political and economic system. Led by Isaac Schapera, 
who drew on the social-structural approach of Radcliffe-Brown, the 
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British school rejected essentialist theories and insisted that, rather than 
being overdetermined by culture, individuals could strategically “use” 
cultural resources to maximize their interests. They emphasized the “uni-
versality of humanity,” the “unity of mankind,” and “reasonable man” 
theory in approaching the study of culture. B. A. Pauw (1980) called this 
approach “methodological individualism” or “neo-utilitarianism.” They 
saw this stance as crucial to liberal politics and the development of a 
nonracist state; emphasizing shared human reason and historical change 
was important to challenging the foundations of racial segregation.

With apartheid still very fresh in the nation’s collective memory, social 
analysts today remain wary of discussing cultural difference for these same 
reasons. In addition, for a self-consciously developing country like South 
Africa, to claim that the nation’s people operate according to anything 
other than universal modes of practical rationality not only gainsays any 
hope of modernity but seems to paint a future of perennial parochialism 
or even backwardness—the very image that Africans are trying to escape. 
Progressive politics depends on a theory of universal human nature organ-
ized around the construct of the rational, agential individual.

The problem of culture in South African anthropology mirrors similar 
debates that have taken place within the discipline more broadly. 
Edward Said (1978), an infl uential critic of the term, saw culture as the 
product of Western observations and writings that inscribe exotic, ori-
entalizing fantasies about the other, which contributed to their oppres-
sion under colonialism. Some of Said’s perspectives were echoed in 
James Clifford and George Marcus’s infl uential 1986 book Writing 
Culture, which questioned whether the cultural order depicted in ethno-
graphic texts is found in lived reality or fabricated by the observer. 
Preceding these studies, Talal Asad (1973) looked at the possibility that 
the apparently timeless customs that anthropologists encountered in the 
colonial world were themselves largely shaped by the colonial project—
an argument later reiterated by Terence Ranger (1984) and Leroy Vail 
(1989)—and pointed out that anthropologists tended to efface this rela-
tionship in their textual representations. With these critiques in mind, it 
makes sense that Lila Abu-Lughod (1991) calls on anthropologists to 
work “against culture,” promoting a “tactical humanism” that empha-
sizes the universals of everyday life. Her politically pragmatic approach 
recalls the concerns of Gluckman and other British social anthropolo-
gists who sought to navigate the pitfalls of doing anthropology under 
apartheid.
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But the possibility that culture is the product of both colonial and 
anthropological inventions, and used to reinforce relationships of 
oppression and domination, is only one of the political problems that 
the concept presents for South African scholars. The other pertains to 
the age-old dialectic between structure and agency. This tension exactly 
mirrors that between society and the individual, respectively, which 
runs through the history of Western social science (Barnett and Silver-
man 1979; Sahlins 2008). In the Hegelian tradition (which infl uenced 
key elements of the liberation struggle in South Africa),32 to be free is to 
be self-determining, to escape the social norms that condition the will of 
individuals. Rationality—in the universal mold—is the root of self-
determination, since it allows individuals to arrive at an objective per-
spective on their world and to distinguish between real interests and 
conditioned desires. This is precisely the logic that motivates Marx’s 
notion of “consciousness”—the ability of a class to exist “in and for 
itself,” to exercise agential will unencumbered by the mystifi cations of 
society. For Hegel, Marx, and most of social science, the social determi-
nation of the subject—the sway of “culture” over “reason”—is consid-
ered a form of bondage. Culture appears to stifl e freedom of the will. 
This is the perspective that Marxist intellectuals contributed to the 
South African revolution; resistance, for them, depended on leveraging 
Reason to surmount the constraints of culture, which they recognized 
as a cynical tool of colonial governance.

In anthropology, this dialectic has been dramatized in the debate 
between Marshall Sahlins (1985) and Gannanath Obeyesekere (1992). 
Obeyesekere criticizes Sahlins’s famous interpretation of the murder of 
Captain Cook on the grounds that it denies that the Hawaiians had the 
agency to reason outside the strictures of structure, casting them as pre-
destined to act out a set-piece cosmological drama. In contrast—like 
Gluckman and Abu-Lughod—Obeyesekere advances the notion of 
“practical rationality” and argues that Hawaiians had the capacity to 
rationally navigate the multivocal cosmological order that they inhab-
ited. For Obeyesekere, the Hawaiians were not bound to the prescrip-
tions of a rigid, determinative structure. In short, while Sahlins empha-
sizes cultural and epistemological difference when it comes to explaining 
human behavior, Obeyesekere emphasizes pragmatic, utilitarian, prob-
lem-solving rationality as a counterweight to the exoticizing tendencies 
of the Western anthropological imagination.

But culture and reason need not—and should not—be understood as 
dichotomous. As Ruth Benedict pointed out, all people are rational, but 
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reason is always culturally situated: there is no standpoint external to 
culture from where the individual might operate with objective ration-
ality. Culture provides “the raw material” for reason and agency; cul-
ture enables human creativity and expression rather than constraining 
it. For Benedict, the project of ethnography is to make even apparently 
bizarre practices comprehensible—not according to some universal 
rationality, but according to internally coherent, patterned frameworks 
of values, goals, and desires. In Daniel Rosenblatt’s words, “The Boa-
sian claim is not that the world is composed of a collection of distinct 
peoples (each of whom has some “essence”), but that despite a complex 
history of migrations, diffusions, and intermixing, the different aspects 
of life in a community are often characterized by the recurrence of sim-
ilar patterns and themes” (2004:465).

This is very different from the idea of culture that the volkekunde 
ethnologists peddled. Recognizing this important distinction is crucial 
to any political anthropology, for, to quote Rosenblatt again, “Without 
some idea of culture, we can only understand their struggles in terms of 
our projects” (2003:2–3). This is very close to the perspective that 
informs postcolonial theory and subaltern studies, whose proponents 
denounce Marxist and nationalist historiographies of anti-colonial 
resistance as projecting Eurocentric categories of interest and motiva-
tion onto non-Western peoples, a process that amounts to something 
like epistemological colonialism. Dipesh Chakrabarty, for one, argues 
that Marxists tend to assume that workers all over the world, irrespec-
tive of their specifi c cultural location, experience capitalist production 
in the same way: “their propositions end up conferring on working 
classes in all historical situations a uniform, homogenized, extrahistori-
cal subjectivity” (1989:223).33 The downside of throwing out the cul-
ture concept is that we are left assuming a model of personhood that we 
project as generic and universal, even though it is actually particular to 
a specifi c tradition.

We cannot assume that all activists hold—or should hold—interests 
premised on orthodox revolutionary ideology. It is vital to investigate 
the cultural bases of activism and to search out the pillars that frame 
people’s political consciousness (see, e.g., Lan 1985; Comaroff 1985; 
Atkins 1993; Moodie 1994; Delius 1996; Bank 1994; Ashforth 2005; 
White 2012). If we fi nd that their politics do not follow what Chakra-
barty has called “the logic of secular-rational calculations inherent in 
the modern conception of the political” (2000:12), we must reject the 
notion that this form of consciousness is “prepolitical,” along with the 
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modernist narrative that underwrites that claim. Instead, we should 
think of subaltern epistemologies as stretching the category of the polit-
ical beyond the boundaries assigned to it in Western thought. We need 
to take the distinctive political consciousness of rural migrant workers 
seriously, as a fundamental part of South African modernity rather than 
as a backward vestige of the past or a cynical form of false conscious-
ness, accepting that they act in the world on their own terms and that 
their representations are not merely symbolic of some deeper secular or 
material reality.

Of course, to circle back to the issue at hand, none of this is to say 
that rural Zulu culture—and its hierarchical social order—was not 
manipulated by the colonial state in the interests of capitalism. It was, 
as I shall demonstrate in the following chapter; and it still is (cf. Comar-
off and Comaroff 2009). But that does not make it any less real to the 
people who inhabit it.




