ANALYSIS

‘Slogans don’t Kill’

A number of slogans used by political leaders in recent months have caused
strong reactions in the media and among sectors of the public. UCT political scien-
tist JEREMY SEEKINGS is sceptical about the emphasis placed on the issue,
however. He spoke to SUE VALENTINE,

OST OF the dis-
CUSSION IN News-
papers about

emotional slogans seem to
miss a whole lot of points,
Slogans are symbolic and
shouldn't be read literally.

Probably the most con-
troversial slogans are “Kill
the boer, kill the farmer”
and "One settler, one bul-
let”. 4s far as | can recall,
"One settler, one bullet”
did not have any currency
during the 1980s in United
Democratic Front struc-
tures, but slogans about
boers certainly did.

I don't know where they
ariginated, bul | imagine
they came out of the free-
dom songs of the 1950s and
1960s and were given a big
boost by the whole experi-
ence of Afrikaans in 1976,
That particular slogan,
“Kill the boer, kill the
farmer”, as with most slo-
gans and most freedom
songs, seems to me to be at
such a symbolic level that
to try read it literally is
nonsense,

This was a big debate in
the Delmas treason trial
(1985-89) and other trials.
The state was trying to say
there was a conspiracy
between the UDF leader-
ship and the ANC which was causing the
violence in the Vaal Triangle and elsewhere,
but it was unable to show any concrete con-
nections, And so the state’s case ended up
revolving around slogans, freedom songs
and speeches to see if they included ANC
messages, and so on,

The intriguing thing about "Kill the boer,
kill the farmer” is that it's translated into
English and the translation is what makes it
interesting. It doesn't just focus on “boers”
and the associations thal term has with the
state, bul it also names farmers specifically.

Violence can’t aliweays be traced to particular slogans or
buzz words,

The other thing is that there is a perception
that farmers are, for the most part, combat-
ants. And it's a perception that is born out in
reality —remember the landmines in the
Northern Transvaal? There is a real basis for
seeing farmers in those areas as combatants.

But doesn’t the media attention, conpled
with the continued, almost deliberate use of
the slogans give their content greater mean-
ing?

| wouldn't look so much at the literal con-
tent of the slogan as at what the slogan is
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saying, Slogans are by def-
inition symbolic and what
the slogan is saying is that
violence plays a part in the
strategy.

This is a point which I'd
raise as a limit to the
whole focus on slogans. In
townships you're not
going to find many people
who don't believe that vio-
lence isn't part of a strat-
egy, and the reason is that
violence is an everyday
feature of life. Given the
complete inadequacy of
the security forces in terms
of day-to-day policing,
defensive forms of vio-
lence are very widely
sanctioned. In other
words, defensive forms of
violence are seen as defen-
sive and responsible and
all the rest of it, not simply
as out-of-control,

That’s an issue which
I'm sure is endlessly dis-
cussed and debated and
gossiped about in town-
ships. But if Peter Mokaba
stands up at a funeral n
Thembisa and says, vio-
lence is part of us and it's
something we have to take
seriously and engage in,
he’s actually just express-
ing a reality. It's a reality
on the ground, just as
much a reality as the multi-party talks al
Kempton Park.

There are two responses to this situation 1
suppose. The first is that, even if it is a real-
ity, Mokaba shouldn’t say anything about 1l
and should ignore the reality that is there.
That's what the media seem to want. The
second involves asking whether talking
about it and using slogans in some sense
sanctions or perpetuates cycles of violence?

Now I'm quite sceptical about that
Slogans on their own don't kill people. Other
things do. The question i5 do slogans rouse
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‘Large parts of South Africa are in a semi-war
situation. The meaning of liberalism and
tolerance in that context is very different

and motivate them to actually engage

? | would be very suspicious and
- ical that slogans in fact do thal.

hat vou need to focus on far more are

dl]r to-day dynamics in which sell-

gfence units and so on are strategising

md the ways they’ll defend townships,

ithe way hostel dwellers are strategising

B how they'll protect themselves or

t happens at funerals is far more a

tion of what is happening on the

pund than a contributory factor. That

d be my guess, anyway. The only way

o really tell would be to undertake some

very detailed micro study.

But at the moment, certainly in the Western
, it would seem that slogans are being
tn vindicate people’s actions. People
drmrrl'rrg them amd acting on them,
_ y 1'd have more problems with a slogan like
i-.’.l e settler, one bullet”, than “Kill the boer,
kil the farmer” because the symbolism in
the slogan is very different. Certainly I'd
:'-1- a problem with political leaders using
at slogan because it's saving that my politi-
|h~

party 15 going to condone certain forms
action which follow on from this.
lnthemeufﬂw PAC, I'd say that the use
lht slogan “One settler, one bullet™ by
“political leaders at rallies is probably far less
*hpm:m than the fact that, on a day-to-day
hm. PAC leaders are saving to followers, in
‘Statements, nol in slogans, “go ahead and
i' e action”. This is rooted in the PAC's
‘understanding of the struggle
if we want to know why PAC-aligned
Youths are attacking whites trying to go into
townships, | don't think it's because PAC
leaders mouth “One settler, one bullet™ |
think it's because the PAC articulates a view
of the struggle in which violence plays an
irq:mtant part.
- The ANC view of the struggle, while
ﬁhmm. has tended to vary according to
different parts of the ANC in different parts
;!le. country. In general it has been one n
which morality has been recognised in
most Christian, bourgeois terms, if you
iimnt to put it that way. It has a much deeper
Bold and | think that is a key reasom why il
‘Permeates through to the ANC support base,
Yuu can take another example - a counter-

from an ideal sense’

example which s quute illustrative - which is
the Inkatha Freedom Party. Inkatha goes
around all the lime complaining that it
doesn’t use these vicious slogans and that
it's a very upright party — and it doesn’t use
slogans. But if you want a single case of
where a political party has been instrumen-
tal in fomenting violence as a result of
what's been sad at rallies and in meetings. |
would argue that it was when the IFP tried
to expand its support base and organise on
the Reef from mid-1990. There was a great
deal of violence.

In June, July, August 1990 there was a
whole series of rallies and at those rallies
there were no slogans, as far as I'm aware.
But the IFT" said two things. Firstly, it told
supporters they had experiences of being
ostracised or intimidated in the past.
Secondly, it basically said that the ANC and
its allies were oul o get you and unless you
did something about i1, things would go
trom bad to worse,

That was a statement, an analysis of the
situation, not a slogan. The direct result was
that when people from IF” rallies went back
to the hostels, they barricaded themselves in
and started slaughtering anybody who
wasn'l an Inkatha supporter. Now that's a
prime example of the way in which analysis
and argument, which resonate with the way
m which the supporters see the world any-
way, are in certain cases much more danger-
ous than slogans taken out of context.

I'm sure that if you looked al. for .
racist violence by whites, vou'd find a simi-
lar thing: systemalic violence perpetrated
trom a basis of racist language and concepts,
but which you couldn’t trace to particular
slogans or particular buzz words.

Do you think that youth today are often
ignorant of the context from which slogans
ariginated and that often their use of slo-
gans is expedient? They invoke political lan-
guage but there is no fresh analysis of
changing conditions or circumstances?

I think there is a problem. In the mid-
1980s those who would have been described
as youths who had a penchant for direct
action would have understood this action in
ways drawn from the liberation struggle,
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Fearis
blinding us

Danish student Henrik
Poulsen gives his first
impressions of South Afnca.
= — =}

ARRIVED in South Africa early in

September. on a bright sunny day.

From my window in the plane |
could see the green fields and characteris-
tic mountains around Cape Town, and
my expectations about my five-month
stay intensified. | had a feeling of coming
to a country at peace with itself, even
though [ knew that it was not true.

But already in the airport that teeling
disappeared. The very first news | was
told was that a white woman had been
killed in the township the day before.

| did not take much notice at the time
because | knew that South Alrica was
experiencing a lot of violence. But after
only a few hours | was almosi trans-
formed into a nervous wreck, All the
whites | mel were talking about the mur-
der with fear in their voices. Everybody
seemed to be in shock. Later that day |
saw a newspaper story about the murder
that took up three full pages. Since then
the one-sided and inadequate newspaper
reporting has become one of the most irmi-
tating aspects of being in South Africa.
Sometimes | have a feeling of knowing
more about South Afnica from reading the
Danish newspapers.

| think | got what could be called cul-
ture shock. 1 come from Denmark, a very,
very peaceful country. You don’t have to
worry about where you go, and unless
you are a woman you can walk alone,
even at night. Now suddenly | found
myself wondering all the time where it
was safe to go. | always ask at least three
or four people if it would be safe.

For a while this meant | did not go any-
where, but soon | was forced by those
around me o go to more “insecure”
areas. Today | have already achieved sev-
eral things | wanted to achieve; | have
been on a short visit to some of the town-
ships and | attended an ANC mass meet-
ing in Elsies River. So in a way one can

To Page 22




slogans don’t kill
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d would have been encouraged by the
C during that fime to pursue the aim of
king townships ungovernable.

" There was some clear linkage between lib-
ration struggle and direct mass action
. however, the groups engaging in mass
!,icﬂun no longer have a moral reference
point; Things are much less predictable -
‘whether you're looking at university cam-
ses or whether vou're looking at whoever

This is a cause ol concern. What yvou do
fbout it is another question. But | think thal
making a big song and dance about Peter
Mokaba and “Kill the boer, kill the farmer” |5
l-ﬂming the messenger for the message.
Ultimately there are much more funda-
mental things which are going to have to
‘change betore the problem can be addressed,
This brings vme back to what are the main
‘rauses of violence in townships? The main
‘gause of violence in townships isn'l the fact
:rihat you have leaders sloganeering on occa-
sions, There are other factors and some of
those factors aren't going to change very fast
OUne thing is a prerequisite: people often
say this and it sounds a bit trite and clichéd,
but having some kind of democratic, repre-
mtative dispensation is actually a prerequi-
#ite for introducing reasonable law and
prder — for more stable daily lives in town-
ships and elsewhere.

The important thing to bear in mind 1s

that there are large parts ol South Africa
which to all intents and purposes are in a
semi-war situation. The meaning of liberal-
ism and the meaning of tolerance in that
contex! is very different from an ideal sense.

If we really want to have much impact, we
need lo transform the structural constramnts
that are holding us back, There are two
which are reachable largets, The first Is try-
ing to ensure democratic forms of represen-
tation so that there are legitimale representa-
tives in areas to whom one can voice
grievances and so on. Democratic local and
central government 1s a prerequisite.

The second is transforming those struc-
tures in institutional society which are
responsible for policing. This might mean
transforming the South African Police or
South African Defence Force, or it might
mean trying to build alternative types of
structures.

There are also issues of political education.
I'm in no doubt that very large numbers of
South Africans have a view of South Africa
which is very much derived from Lheir par-
ticular experiences. While these experiences
might be very real, they are nol always a
very good guide to understanding the way
in which South Africa as a whole is moving.

Simply saying “be tolerant” or “tolerance
is important” is unlikely to have much
impact. What vou need to do is broaden peo-
ples understanding of whal South Alrica Is
all about, and how different people have
very varied but equally “reasonable”

perspectives.

frame towards her baby, lying on the floor of
her one-roomed shack, bottom right. The
‘bﬂbv stares out at the viewer, completing a
triangle which includes the viewer. A few
basic cooking implements sparsely occupy
the bare space in which they live

Magubane has many strengths as a pho-
tographer. His sustained commitment and
courage and also his ubiquitous presence
have resulted in a record of the moments
that add up to a history of a country. My
lasting Impression of the photographs in this
Book is of strength accompanied by pathos
and misery; it Is filled with portraits of seri-
pus women ~ little jov or frivolity appears in
these pages.

The images are placed mn context
within a brief historical account written
by Carol Lazar. It relates the political
role of women over the period starting wilh
the formation of the ANC Women's League
in 1943, and includes the personal histories
of prominent wamen activists, situating
their stories in the broader socio- political

- context up until the Boipatong massacre
in June 1992. A rather depressing conclu-

——— ————

s10m quotes an unconvincing Gertrude
Shope of the ANC Women's League: "We
have hope”.

With a body of work as substantial as
Magubane's, chronological editing of pho-
tographs should have been relatively easy.
However, the editing of this book is nol
always coherent For example, Helen Joseph
15 mentioned m a section dealing with the
19405 to 1950s, but the photograph of her 1s
one taken in 1978, out of place among the
other images used.

It is a sad state of affairs thal a book like
this was not published by South African
publishers and thal a foreign publishing
company had to be responsible for this
important document of our history, Perhaps
this explains the disappointing lack of care
and quality of reproduction of the prints -
they are grev and Hat, with dust specks
which <hould have been spotted out. This
poor finish does not do justice to the work of
a photographer of the calibre of Peter
Magubane.

Karina Turok is a freelance photographer
based in Cape Town.

NEW RESOURCES

FROM IDASA
YOU CAN VOTE

A user-friendly voter education resource
package for trainers with o detoiled, easy-
bo-use frainer’s monual.

Order from Queenette Wotani of IDASA's
Training Centre for Democrocy

{Idoso addresses and contoct details on Page 2.
Price ranges from R10 fo R120.

TSHINTSHA
Long live tolerance!

R20,00 incl VAT

What do tolerance and democracy mean for
teenogers in South Africa foday? This hooklet
offers guidelines for discussion through a series
of different scenarios dealing with

parents and parfies, boyfriends, girlfriends,
fashions, political differences and cultural
differences. The short stories tan be read

alone or used in clossroom discussions or

youth groups. Compiled by Sue Valentine

Available end of October

MAKING A DIFFERENCE: IDEAS

FOR CHANGE IN SCHOOLS
115,00 {inc Vat)
A handy workbook
for teachers, paor-
ents and others
interested in the 5
gvolving educafion  Gnien
system. 11 provides I
o series of work-
shops designed to
examine the issues raised in today’s mixed-race
tlassrooms — language policy, class size, inter-
rociol tolerance, cultural dominance. Compiled
by Ruth Versfeld, Penny Behrens and Emilia
Potenza. Published by Idasa and Oxford
University Press
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