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YUNUS MAHOMED: FIRST INTERVIEW, DURBAN, 6 JULY 1992, BY J.SEEKINGS 

[The first tape of this interview - two sides - have not yet been transcribed, except for the 
following extracts, transcribed by JFS] 

LSide I] 

YM: and the one limitation, when we started analysing ... The one thing we characterised 
it as, the kind of organisation ... carry the flag. In other words, the kind of 

organisation that met every few weeks or once a month, issued press statements, and 

felt that its primary function was to hold up the flag .... We had found that 

something was missing, because there was no mass dimension. You weren't reaching 

out Even if you were supposed to be an organisation that was representing people's 

interests, where was this dynamic interaction with people, were you actually taking 

up their issues, and so on? And that period, ... must have been mid or late 1974. 

But we came to that realisation after working with that organisation Lie. NIC] for 

about a year or so, even previously in the earlier period just attending annual 
conference and so on .... Then what happened in April 1976 ... There is a place 

which isn't there any longer, which is called Tin town, which is on the banks of the 

Umgeni River which is a shack settlement, but mainJy consisting of Indian people 

who had been displaced in terms of the Group Areas Act, and it was located on a 

flood plain. And there was a flood, there were floods in about April 1976. And 

what you had was a lot of - I think when you have a catastrophe of that nature you 

get a lot of people moving in. And a lot of them were workers. And also we said 

OK, it's an opportunity, because there was a crisis, and then a lot of organisations, 

but we had decided what we should do is, we started working there and started 
assisting and because, some of us, and there were a lot of people, for example 

intially they would call me in as an attorney who was acting on a kind of ... [?], 
because a lot of people would have had, would have lost their possessions, they 

would have bought furniture and so on on hire-purchase, and a number of small 
things like that But secondly, you see, at that time nobody, Chatsworth, they had 

stopped building there and started building in Phoenix, nobody had occupied yet, so 

the first houses were being built and they would have been coming on line within 
the next few months to a year. And we found this opportunity to organise the 

people themselves. And then I think that's when we would have tried to find out 

and maybe read up literature about, how do you really ... , because these are people 

they have very grassroots day-to-day issues, I mean for them, they don't have homes, 
it's a matter of how do you help them to actually get that and so on. And I think 

when we became involved with that community, and then moved with them over a 

period of time during that 87-88 [sic] period, into Phoenix. But they were not the 
only ones, because Phoenix became, it's like a mammoth township now with 
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hundreds of thousands of people, there were other people moving in. And then they 

moved in, and there was a whole range of, a new set of problems and conditions, 

because, ... [?] the whole inadequacy, the defective housing, the usual kind of civic 

issues. And so I think during that period one, we just sort of remained involved 

about that issue. Now also ... And then we were active, at a point in time when this 

infamous debate as to what, it was the participation debate, on whether you should 

participate ... before even the House of Delegates, you had a South African Indian 

Council. And I suppose that if you look at some of the literature ... quite a good 

learning experience. Essentially, what happened during that period ... we said, 

partly playing devil's advocate, but also partly because we felt that you don't just 

reject the participation strategy ... you actually have to logicalJy .. look at the 

balance of forces and so on ... and it really ... a hornet's nest ... in the tradition of 

non-collaboration ... you take a principled position, but if you are coming from a 

Congress position ... either a strategic or a tactical issue... we persisted with the 

debate and really pushed people, and there was some sort of vilification and so on ... 

we said OK at a certain point ... and at that time Valli, he might have still been 

here ... 1 think he might have just gone to the Transvaal ... at that time the TIC was 

not in existence. But after that, when elections were announced, ... in 1981 OK but 

also as far as the civic issue was concerned it expanded in Phoenix, we formed the 

Phoenix Working Committee, and also I worked in Chatsworth, an issue came up 

there ... and it spread to a number of areas and in 1980 the Durban Housing Action 

Committee would have been formed... What you had, also... you had a whole Jot of, 

... By that time the trade union movement ... the Cheadles, and the Copelyns and the 

Albertyns, because I interacted with them also ... because they were at the Bolton 

Hall ... But also because during that period you had the Fattis and Monis Strike in 

1979 ... I was detained - I'll come to that in a moment - ... I didn't realise myself ... 

fifteen of these kind of organisations, of some kind or other, a whole lot of civic 

committees ... a lot of them may have operated for a while before... there were 

those kinds of movements, I remember the Fattis and Monis ... Sweet Food and 

Allied, no, no. the Cape Town one, Food and Canning ... because it was a national 

company and so on ... trying to actually engage in broad alliance politics, trying to 

draw a lot of people in... Release Mandela Committee ... Obviously the major thing 
was the Anti-SAIC ... 

and I think as a consequence of, the debate on the participation issue, ... I had not ... I 

remember just after that campaign... Griffiths Mxenge and Archie Gumede ... 

so one came out of detention, basically that was 1981 or 82 ... by the time we came out, ... 

towards the end of 198s Trevor was here, Manuel... Boesak made some kind of a 
statement, the guys in exile ... 
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JS: Can I go back and ... the time you left UDF, people like yourself, Pravin, Goolan ... 
pro-Congress or critically non-aligned? 

YM: ... we were all pro-Congress ... 

JS: .. . 

YM: ... Shireesh ... 

JS: Sirish? 

YM: Another guy is Reggie Vandiar ... 

JS: 

YM: ... another guy who escaped ... 

[INTERRUPTED BY TELEPHONE CALLJ 

JS: ... Human Rights Committee ... 

YM: ... what we would have done is, ... worked ... NIC peope. They would have ... I 

remember what we did ... with the NIC people we would have organised a function ... 

share the meeting ... printed Machel's speech ... some contacts at the University ... 

observing Human Rights Day ... the J o'berg guys did a similar thing ... just called ad 

hoc, and we distributed, ... those days a reasonably crowded cinema .. . 

JS: Obviously when a lot of these people left the country ... 

YM: You mean ... exile? 

JS: Ja. 

YM: .... He wanted me to say when was I an ANC member ... not ready to answer this 

kind of question ... a personal choice ... but broadly to answer your question, yes we 

were in contact.. a lot of the time it would have been mediated via London ... there 

were NIC people ... there was some kind of ongoing contact ... 

JS: Would it have been so easy to maintain contact if it were not for the ... If there 

hadn't been people released at that time, would it have been so easy .. . 
YM: ... 

JS: The idea of a ... You say the origins of the Phoenix Working Committee were very 
much in the ... 

YM: ... the catalyst It very much spurred us on to working in that area. I think in a 

sense, then, that period one was groping, you know you have got this idea as to what 

you want to do ... wanting to become involved with the masses ... the movement had 

developed, Lbut] at that point in time there was nothing. When you ... very rhetoric 

and so on, ... the one kind of mass movement that was developing was the trade 
union ... 

JS: You said that you read literature on these sorts of issues. What kind of things do 
you have in mind? 

YM: When I was at UDW, or when I was overseas? Look, ... when I was in, on say the 
PAC, ... on Sobukwe ... 
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JS: 

YM: ... you're talking about civic issues. I remember there was some, some ... Canadian ... 

I remember some books about Philippines, where people actuaJly were organising ... 

of squatters and so on .... some Indian experiences ... 

JS: Did you make use of theoretical stuff ny Marxist urban geographers like Casstells? 
YM: No. 

[Side ?I 

JS: ... Were the discussions at the NEC meeting very heated? 

YM: Yes, they were. That was the Pretoria one, the Pretoria NEC? There was one 

meeting, that was before ... No, it wouldn't have been Pretoria, that would have been 

Lenasia, the JISW A Centre one. Yes, the Pretoria one followed the PE conference, 

which was even more heated, right, anyway, because we were trying to ... In fact the 
Pretoria one was very heated because we were worrying whether one could split the 

organisation .. the crunch, because, you know, the PE was really very heated as well. 
l don't know, you weren't around? Ja, it was a very difficult meeting. Anyway ... 

JS: Clearly, before even Lenasia there had been discussions about .. in certain regions, 

OK, ... 

YM: I think the Natal Region was called moderates, right, because our position on the 

referendum ... J think there were two positions: that you boycott it, the other one 

was that you would, you would actually take part, you know it was like a different 

version of the participation argument, but in more acceptable circumstances. So, l 
think that, ja, in terms of, as far as the logic of the argument, most of the people in 

the secretariat actually accepted the logic of the argument I remember, even with 

Trevor and Cheryl, in the Cape it is always a problem. Because even though you 

have a large Congress, the non-collaboration tradition has a particular strength, ... 

So I think that was something to be expected. The region ... What had hapRenned 
then... I don't think it was too heated. It was a bit heated in the Lenasia one. I 

actually don't... Because I think what we decided ... two different positions. It's 

obviously such a major issue, let's go to PE. And that's my own recollection if it 

JS: Was the issue raised in the secretariat, in a secretariat meeting, prior to the Lenasia 
NEC? 

YM: T can't recall. 

JS: Did you, your recollection is that the secretariat were happy going with the Natal 
view? 

YM: Ja, actually the Natal view ... not been discussed formally in the secretariat, I'm 

saying that it was discussed formally in the secretariat, I discussed it informally .. 
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the point is that somebody like Trevor would say look there are a lot of problems .. 
even if they saw some merit in the argument .. correct or not, you know they had ... 
in a place like that We had our own kind of joke, Natal always seem to be a kind 
of more participative kind of vision, that went for these things; the Western Cape 
had a more non-collaborationist tradition. There were those peculiarities. I think, I 
don't know if there is anymore about Lenasia? I mean, the PE meeting, ja, I think 
that by that time, one was aware there was a lot of lobbying and so on, it was a 
much larger meeting .. it was not the only issue but it became the only issue, because 
it became at times fairly heated. 
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[TAPE CHANGED] 

YM: Basically, the highest decision-making body within the organisation was the National 

General Council. And it would be composed of Regional Councils. So the way the 

Front operated was that you would have all the Regional Councils meeting, 

discussing the issue and coming with decisions. I remember, I think Natal went with 

one position. The Transvaal delegation was divided, it had two positions. Right? 

And so were several other delegations. I think there was, even I think Western Cape 

had two different positions on the issue. It was,ja, I think and the delegation ... I 

think there were very few regions, the Border region might have been sort of united 

in opposite direction, it ·was a smaller delegation, and I know I had a lot of 
arguments with Stof - Stofile - he was quite vehemently opposed. So, look, it was 

quite a ... There was a debate, and I think although, as you recall, there must have 

been a ... If there was a straw vote, I think they call it somewhere. You know about 

the straw vote? But the point of it was such that although the pro-referendum won 

by a very narrow margin, I mean that NEC met, I think the Secretariat may have 

met initially, but I mean it was quite clear that it would split the organisation, to go 
on a straw vote of that type. And then we went to ... Okay, I think that was 

basically what happened. Because of that agenda, in the interests of unity, we went 

to the Pretoria NEC, and it was left to the NEC to take the final decision, after 

further consultations in the regions. And the same thing happened. I think what 

happened in PE was reproduced in the Pretoria NEC. 
JS: Mostly it was Stofile and other people from. .. Other people like Mohamed? Was 

Professor Mohamed there? 

YM: J a I think so. He would have been there. And Charles Ngacula 

JS: Ngacula, ja. 
YM: Ja, he and Stof. The Border crowd was very belligerent, almost, about the issue. Ja, 

I remember them. I think Prof Mohamed. I remember Mewa was getting very 

heated about this thing also, from the other direction. So I think... And I think, 

that the point is that, you see, getting mad with Trevor, that's right, and I trying to 
say that Trevor is arguing a position because his mandate is from the region. This 

is why ... At the end, I don't know now, I can't recall what decision we took, but I 

definitely took the vote back to them - what was eventually decided, was to leave it, 

did we take some kind of open ended decision or what did we do? 

JS: I believe there was a decision that each affiHate should mobilise and organise on the 
basis determined by local conditions, blah, blah, blah, blah, blab. 

YM: Ja, that open ended kind of... 

JS: Fortunately, it was, obviously the referendum was never held. If a referendum had 
been held? 

YM: It would have been chaotic,ja. 

JS: ... what would have been the, would the UDF have survived? 
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YM:- I don't know. That's a difficult question. I think it would, my own view is at the 

end of the day, it would. Because it would have gone through a difficult period, 
but I think it would have survived. Because it was a tactical issue, one way or the 

other. 
JS: But there were a lot of people in the UDF who weren't, who didn't quite feel your 

formulation of principles versus strategy. 
YM: Right, I agree, but then they didn't, I mean it would have been locally, and they 

could have decided not to take, to boycott it So what would have happened is you 

would have taken the, you know the way they work with polls, you would have said, 

you must take... What is the percentage that can vote, how many actually stayed 

away, and how many would have said no, and you add the two. I mean it would 
have been bad in organisational terms. I mean had it gone ahead we might have 

had an emergency NEC meeting and so on, creating too much of a problem. But in 
any event, the debate, the referendum took place within the white sector, and even 

there, I remember, at that time you had the formation of the JODACs and so on, 

and there were informal consultative meetings, and again it was a very difficult 

question because you had to find ... And I mean we got criticised for it You had to 

find a formulation which allowed people to try and win over people in that sector. 

And I think a lot of the more kind of mature white comrades were clear about the 

issue. They also didn't want to feel that going at it that way was going to alienate 

them from a lot of people, from the more sort of hard line people in the 

organisation. I think that remained an issue. And I mean it was also, in a very 

much more limited way, because it didn't affect the majority of people ... f?]. 

JS: But if there had been an election, I mean a referendum, in say Jo'burg area it would 

have meant that the TIC would have campaigned for a no-vote, Anti-President's 

Council Committee would have said, "Boycott it", the Transvaal Regional UDF 

would have been unable to have actually come up with any position at all, it would 

have just kept shut, kept quiet 
YM: Ja, I agree. It would have been .... at that leveJ. But, you see, what I am saying is 

that, I think in Natal, everybody, all the organisations would have gone ahead, 

because Archie, as a kind of senior person here was for it, I mean was supportive of 

that, and so was Virgil, who would have been at that time, a kind of, within the 
coloured community, the guy. So in fact all the members of the NEC from Natal, 

were kind of there and REC, itself was for it and so in this region, and because of 

the Dube experience, and so on, it was less of a kind of a, it wasn't looked at 
emotionaJly. I mean we didn't experience any serious problems as I recall it But, it 

was a major issue, nationally I mean, but within the regions, they were much more 

unified on a regional basis. 
JS: (It's about 5 o'clock, so very quickly, I think we should ... ). At the Port Elizabeth 

conference, Natal's region's position was put, I think, by Curnick Ndlovu. Why did 

the Natal regions decide to ask Curnick to present this report? 
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YM: Well, I suppose it, well, at that point,ja, I wasn't part of the Natal delegation 

because we were on the Secretariat, so we would have gone, we usually got to these 

places earlier. But, so I wouldn't have been part of the stratagem, but 1 suppose if I, 

I can't tell you exactly why, what the argument in that Natal caucus would have 

been because I didn't sit in, but I tell you, tactically Curnick had been, so he would 

have come out a short while earlier, set up as a Robben prisoner, ex-Island guy, 20 

years and so on. And so basically you needed! to peruse it You see, by the time 

people had arrived at PE, one was getting a sus, from the Natal NEC members, that 

in this region you have a problem. And one could already see in informal sessions 

how you had discussed this thing and so on. So one was hoping, well at that time I 

still was hoping for a less emotive, I knew there were differences, fine, 1 was hoping 

for a more, kind of less emotive discussion and debate on the issue. It was only 
when you actually saw people coming in at kind of emotion levels, I only began to 

understand then. Because, for me _personally I was from the Natal region, so it was 

such a major issue so you are going from a region where the antagonism wasn't too 

great, and I didn't think, I mean I expected the thing from the Western Cape, you 

know which was what you actually build into your kind of strategy, knowing that 

region, but I didn't expect it to be that heated from, and the Transvaal and Border 
regions in particular, to be that kind of emotional. I was a bit surprised about that 

JS: So when critics of the, well, critics of the UDF leadership say that they felt that the 

choice of Curnick Ndlovu was a quite a shrewd choice on the part of the Natal 

regions, to maximise the appeal of their position, this is a very fair observation? 

YM: Yes, I think it is a fair observation. l'm saying that is what politics is about You 
have got a case to present, and you try and present it, you get your best person to 

present it most effectively. 

JS: Right. 
YM: But did the people feel that that was an unfair advantage? 

rEND OF INTERVIEW] 
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