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A movement
that’s not
only about
matches and
toyi-toying
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apartheid. The vigour through which
comrades mobilised for boycotts, stayaways
and campaigns was animated and energised
by the ideal of a final, apocalyptic strike.

What of the ferocity of the violence and the
brutalization of experience conjured up with
their mention? What of the necklace and the
lashings?

Most people killed in the Natal violence
are young, they are the undoubted recipients
of violence. But, it would be difficult to lay
the execution of these deaths solely on the
shoulders of black youth — whether they are
congress or Inkatha supporters.

I argued at the beginning that it was not
the breakdown of norms that explains the
phenomenon of comrades, but its opposite:
an attempt to generate a new type of mobilisa-
tion, and a new kind of defensive organisa-
tion. The ferocity of violence and its effects
relate to three different processes.

® Once worker leaders threw in their lot
with community initiatives in Natal, in some
instances tight-knit defence committees
evolved that encompassed everybody at the
street and area level. The distance between
older and younger generations were bridged
and the word comrade came to denote more
than being young and militant. However
militarised these structures, they began
exercising control over significant territories
in the townships. Violence here related to
skirmishes and clashes between them and the
“other”, or shooting from allegedly the state
structures.

® [f the attempt to bridge distances was
shattered by police initiatives, warlords and
or Inkatha supporters, and no community
bonding emerged; or if worker leaders and
political activists got into loggerheads with
black youth by ignoring them, serious
problems emerged.

Comrades, that is, the youth, still asserted
their territorial sway and fought their battles
but in a volatile situation without coherent
legitimacy. Violence here turned inwards.

If the process of mobilisation was frag-
mented early, then comrades splintered into
manifold tentacles and due to the scarcity of
resources and competing legitimacies,
conflict was not only turned inwards, but
between youth structures.

Nevertheless, wherever one turns in every
township or village in Natal, if the ears are
sensitive and familiar as they move through
the teeming streets, teeming with the younger
generations, a phrase here, a snippet of song
there, betray the echoes of the comrade
movement — a movement that has not only
been about matches and toyi-toyi chants.
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