after the postcolonial

Dying for Freedom




Dying for Freedom



After the Postcolonial
A series sponsored by The Smuts Memorial Fund
University of Cambridge

Veena Das, Slum Acts
Jacob Dlamini, Dying for Freedom
AbdouMaliq Simone, Improvised Lives



Dying for Freedom

Political Martyrdom in South Africa

Jacob Dlamini

polity



Copyright © Jacob S. Dlamini 2024

The right of Jacob Dlamini to be identified as Author of this Work has been
asserted in accordance with the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act
1988.

First published in 2024 by Polity Press

Polity Press
65 Bridge Street
Cambridge CB2 1UR, UK

Polity Press
111 River Street
Hoboken, NJ 07030, USA

All rights reserved. Except for the quotation of short passages for the
purpose of criticism and review, no part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by
any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise,
without the prior permission of the publisher.

Cover illustration: Substance Abuse Martyr by Dikgwele Paul Molete,
reproduced by permission of the artist.

Judith Mason, The Man Who Sang and the Woman Who Kept Silent, 1998,
mixed media oil paintings and plastic dress sculptures, varying dimensions.
Constitutional Court Art Collection. Courtesy of the Constitutional Court
Trust and the artist’s estate.

Photograph by Giséle Wulfsohn © Constitutional Court Trust.

ISBN-13: 978-1-5095-6107-0
ISBN-13: 978-1-5095-6108-7(pb)

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.
Library of Congress Control Number: 2024931507

Typesetin 11 on 13pt Sabon LT Pro
by Cheshire Typesetting Ltd, Cuddington, Cheshire
Printed and bound in Great Britain by T] Books Ltd, Padstow, Cornwall

The publisher has used its best endeavours to ensure that the URLs for
external websites referred to in this book are correct and active at the time
of going to press. However, the publisher has no responsibility for the
weisites and can make no guarantee that a site will remain live or that the
content is or will remain appropriate.

Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have
been overlooked the publisher will be pleased to include any necessary
credits in any subsequent reprint or edition.

For further information on Polity, visit our website:
politybooks.com



Contents

Acknowledgments vi
Introduction 1
Chapter 1: Defying Death 24
Chapter 2: Dead and Proud 45
Chapter 3: Refusing to Die 62
Chapter 4: The Unmournable Death 80
Chapter 5: A Dignified Corpse 95
Conclusion 114
Notes 120
Index 145



Acknowledgments

If this book carries a polemical charge, that is because
it grew out of three addresses I delivered at Cambridge
University in October-November 2022 as part of the
biannual Smuts Lecture series. I have retained some of
that charge as I want the book to bear the imprint of its
oral origins. For the opportunity to present the lectures,
I thank the managers of the Smuts Memorial Fund: Paul
Lane, Samita Sen, Cameron Petrie, Shruti Kapila, Emma
Mawdsley, Sujit Sivasundaram, Stelios Tofaris, Chana
Morgensten, and Saul Dubow. Saul it was who put up
my name for the fund’s consideration and for that, as
well as for the support he has given me and continues
to give me, I thank him more than words can express.
Cambridge is a busy place with a lot (lectures, seminars,
workshops, etc.) going on and I am grateful for the
many kind folks who took the time to hear me out and
to offer suggestions for how to improve my argument.
I cannot thank everyone by name but I must single out
a few who attended some or all of my lectures: Chris
Warnes, Siyabonga Njica, Andi Schubert, Bronwen
Everill, Jeremy Baskin, and Monty James. Jenny Skinner
and Lucy Gager helped make my time in Cambridge

vi



Acknowledgments

pleasant and productive. Tamar Garb, Megan Vaughan
and William Beinart lent me their experience and
wisdom; I thank them for that. Kushanava Choudhury
was supposed to read only the draft introduction to
this book; he read the whole book and offered ideas
that improved it. At Polity Press, Helena Heaton, John
Thompson, Neil de Cort, and David Watson treated
this book with generosity and professionalism. They
also found anonymous reviewers who turned this into a
much better book than it would have been otherwise. I
am in their debt. Paul Dikgwele Molete, Paul Stopforth,
Tamar Mason and Petra Mason generously allowed me
to use artwork that strengthens the book’s argument. I
can’t thank them enough. As always, Gabriele Mohale,
Razia Saleh, and Tlhagiso Molantoa were there when
I needed access to various archival collections. They
made this book possible.

vil



This book is for Sharon Chetty and
Kushanava Choudhury



Introduction

On December 19, 1906, five men appeared before a com-
mission set up by Henry McCallum, governor of Natal,
to examine the colony’s policies towards Africans.! Four
of the men were auxiliaries in the colonial army and had
recently participated in Natal’s defeat of the Bhambatha
rebellion, the last major attempt by amaZulu to resist
British rule in southern Africa.? McCallum sought to use
the commission to understand the causes of the revolt.?
Socwatsha, one of the five, blamed Natal’s recent
imposition of a poll tax on African men for the upris-
ing, saying the one-pound tariff had caused widespread
resentment, sundered families, and pitted young men
against their elders. Socwatsha said these young men
were so angry with their seniors — whom they accused
of capitulating to the colonial government — that they
had taken to exclaiming, “Happy are those who have
already fought and are now dead.”* Jobongo, another
of the five, said colonial interference in domestic African
matters had added to the onus placed on Africans by the
new toll. “By reason of the burden,” Jobongo reported,
“people were in the habit of saying, ‘Happy are those
who are dead’.”’
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Socwatsha and Jobongo were loyal colonial subjects.
As levies in Natal’s army, they had helped Europeans
destroy indigenous political autonomy in southern
Africa.® But, as Africans, they were not exempt from
the exactions of the colonial state; they too had to pay
the tax and could see first-hand the reduction of ama-
Zulu to penury. As patriarchs, they could see also what
they took to be the adverse effect of European rule on
gender and intergenerational relations among amaZulu.
That is why, like many of the 5,500 Africans who took
part in the commission’s eight-month-long proceedings,
Socwatsha and Jobongo lamented the fate of amaZulu.”

For Socwatsha’s disgruntled young men and for the
people whose bitterness Jobongo claimed to channel,
death was better than the indignity that defined Zulu life
under colonialism. Compared to life under white rule,
death was liberty for the thousands that had already
perished in the resistance against Europeans. The dead
were happy because they had been spared the sight
of homesteads reduced to destitution. Lucky were the
dead for they did not have to witness amaZulu’s loss of
sovereignty or suffer the confiscation of ancestral lands.
Death had in effect saved the departed from the shame
of living under European rule.

This invocation of the face-saving power of death in
spite of dishonor was no isolated sentiment; it was the
expression of an ethos found in a range of historical
contexts across time. From the ancient to the modern
world, political actors have thought in complex ways
about the cultural, religious, and political significance
of death; and some have done so in a manner that coun-
terposed death not to life but to freedom. As Seneca,
the Roman Stoic philosopher who gave us one of the
first treatises on death, put it: “Those who have learnt
how to die have unlearnt how to be slaves. It is a power
above, and beyond, all other powers.”® Seneca said no
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enemy and no weapon could overcome one’s “contempt
of death.”® Take away your fear of death, show noth-
ing but disdain for death and you would have, Seneca
argued, a “doorway of freedom.”1?

From American colonist Patrick Henry beseeching
his colleagues in 1775 to “Give me liberty, or give me
death;” residents of Paris in 1793 daubing their walls
with the slogan “Unity ... Liberty, Equality, Fraternity
or Death;” revolutionaries in Haiti saying in 1793 that
they preferred a “thousand deaths” to the return of
slavery to the island; Greek nationalists coining in 1814
the mantra Eleftheria i thanatos! (Freedom or Death!),
that still serves as Greece’s national motto, to Emmeline
Pankhurst telling a US audience in 1913 that suffra-
gettes would force those opposed to the emancipation of
women “to choose between giving us freedom or giving
us death,” actors in diverse places have at different
times endeavored to harness death for instrumental pur-
poses.!! Rather than fear death as an inevitability over
which they had no control, these men and women have
found in it a vital force capable of serving political ends.
They have found in death the very means through which
to give liberty, understood here as the right to personal
or collective self-determination, its meaning.

Dying for Freedom: Political Martyrdom in South
Africa is about death and the anti-apartheid struggle.
The book examines the idea, best expressed by anti-
apartheid activist Steve Biko, that one’s method of death
could be a “politicizing thing.”!? It explores the impli-
cations of this political investment in death for how we
think about betrayal, contingency, dignity, honor, and
sacrifice in struggles for freedom. The book is, in short,
about the political uses of death in the fight for freedom
in South Africa. What happens when death becomes
the absolute marker of one’s devotion to autonomy so
that, as Biko said, you are either free or dead? Or when
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a “liberty or death” code governs struggles for libera-
tion?!3 What happens when the opposite of freedom is
not unfreedom but death, not slavery but mortality?!*
How are we to think of the right to life when dignity
and honor might be more important than life itself? Or
when individuals see death as the only shield against
dishonor?

Dying for Freedom explores these questions by draw-
ing on evidence from South Africa to show how
conflicting notions of sacrifice marked campaigns for
racial equality in that country, and how this led to a
veneration of mortality as proof of the will to freedom.
The book argues that this investment in death encour-
aged a masculinist style of politics in which activists
understood fighting for emancipation as a struggle for
manhood. Months before his death, Biko knocked
out one of his police interrogators with a punch. As
Biko explained afterwards, the idea was to throw the
interrogator off his script and to have him hit back —
“like a man,” Biko said.!> Biko was not unique in this
regard. As chapter 1 shows, Nelson Mandela himself
saw South Africa’s struggle as a fight for the assertion
of black manhood. This masculinist politics, Celeste-
Marie Bernier reminds us from another context, has
made it hard for scholars to identify a “black female
heroic tradition” in freedom struggles involving peoples
of African descent.!®

In South Africa, political investment in death gener-
ated a notion of sacrifice so absolute that anything less
than death was rendered suspect. In a world rife with
betrayal, which is what the anti-apartheid movement
was for more than three decades, evading arrest, surviv-
ing an ambush, coming through torture, or completing
your sentence for a political offence were grounds for sus-
picion and not for celebration that a comrade had lived
to fight another day. In 2013, a former anti-apartheid
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insurgent named Archie Abrahams told me he knew that
one of his comrades, a man called Cyril Raymonds, was
a double agent when Raymonds could not explain to
Abrahams how he had survived an attack in 1983 by an
apartheid death squad.'” The attackers had killed two
of Raymonds’ comrades. Abrahams wanted to know
essentially why Raymonds had not died along with his
two comrades. This use of death to measure loyalty cre-
ated a world in which contingency did not exist, where
no one got lucky.

Abrahams’s and his comrades’ reverence for death
also built a hierarchy in which some deaths were wor-
thier than others; it inspired a necropolitics defined by
the “subjugation of life to the power of death.”!® In
Abrahams’s world, insurgents never suffered doubt.
Once committed to the cause of freedom, they never
wavered. They fought to the bitter end. Only a freedom
fighter was worthy of a heroic death; only spectacular
acts of resistance deserved recognition; not for South
Africa the weapons of the weak; not for the Struggle
with a capital S the evasion, the foot-dragging, and the
silent protest — even though these were, in fact, the more
common forms of resistance against apartheid.!” Where
activists acknowledged these everyday forms of resist-
ance, they folded them into the heroic story of a unified
struggle so that all resistance became one.?’

To be fair, anti-apartheid activists were not unique in
their instrumental uses of death. In fact, southern Africa
boasted cosmologies that used death to pursue cultural
and political objectives in the world of the living. For
example, the Xhosa cattle-killings of 1856-7, during
which amaXhosa destroyed cattle and crops in millenar-
ian hopes of expelling the British from their lands, grew
in part out of a belief that such destruction would bring
the dead back to life and restore Xhosa sovereignty.
The dead would arise, believed the millenarians, for
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death was not a final departure from this earth.?! As one
Xhosa-speaker said in 1858, “Even though dead, he [the
departed] is still alive.”?? William Philip, whose parents
participated in the cattle-killings, said: “The idea that a
person does not die was an original belief of we black
people. When, therefore, the girl [Nonggawuse, the
young prophetess whose claim of a visitation by ances-
tors led to the cattle-killings] spoke of the rising up, she
was [merely]| setting a spark to things that were already
known concerning the ancestors.”?® AmaXhosa knew
that the destruction of their cattle and crops would
result in massive deaths. But they believed that those
deaths would lead to a cultural rebirth and to Xhosa
freedom from British conquest.

As the cattle-killings and the story of Socwatsha and
Jobongo illustrate, the political use of death in south-
ern Africa long pre-dated apartheid. When the British
invaded the Zulu kingdom in 1879, the African mon-
archy’s defenders fought with such courage that the
invaders assumed amaZulu had no fear of death. As one
British officer said:

I never saw the like, nothing frightened them, as when any
of their numbers was shot down others took their places
... I confess that I do not think that a braver lot of men
than our enemies in point of disregard of life, and for their
bravery under fire, could be found elsewhere.**

In truth, Zulu warriors did worry about death, as the
cleansing rituals that they performed before or after
battle confirm; but they valued honor more than they
feared death.?’ There are reports of Zulu warriors salut-
ing stricken brethren with the saying ‘Uyadela wen’
osulapho!’ (Happy are you who is already there!), for
the comrades had died honorably fighting for king and
kin.2®

One possible reason why the British officer thought

6
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that his Zulu adversaries did not fear death is that
amaZulu insisted on using military tactics more suited
to wars fought with spears than with guns, even when
these were woefully ill-suited to fighting against enemies
armed with firearms. The Zulu warriors certainly had
guns; some even used these during battle. But most
warriors held onto their old-style tactics because their
honor code demanded it. As Zulu survivors of the wars
recounted, they chose to fight with assegais and shields
in the open like warriors than to hide behind a defen-
sive perimeter like cowards. They chose to face death
honorably.?” They were not alone. In February 1917,
Isaac Wauchope Dhyoba, a Presbyterian priest serving
as chaplain to a contingent of African troops bound
for the front in France, implored the men to face their
deaths calmly as their damaged ship, the SS Mendi,
sank in the English Channel. “Brothers, we are drilling
the death drill,” said Wauchope, “I, a Xhosa, say you
are my brothers. Swazis, Pondos, Basutos, we die like
brothers.”?8

Curiously, one historian attributes the same words to
Enoch Mgijima, a chiliastic preacher who lost 200 con-
gregants in South Africa’s Eastern Cape in May 1921,
when 800 government troops and policemen fired on
his supporters, known as the Israelites, in what came
to be called the Bulhoek massacre.”” The government
had accused Mgijima and his supporters of squatting on
public land; the Israelites, believing that the end of the
world was imminent, had refused to leave the disputed
property, calling it their holy land. Shortly before the
killings, Mgijima had welcomed recruits to his church by
telling them that they had come to face death and had to
do so with courage.?® Throughout the twentieth century,
South Africa’s freedom fighters marked the massacre as a
key moment in the country’s liberation struggle.’!

There is, in fact, no evidence that Wauchope said



