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The African Resistance Movement: a Preface 

This book is, above all, about the writing of history. It 

attempts to examine a subject about which there can be no 

universal or absolute agreement and about which there is a 

multiplicity of theories and versions . The virtual 
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contemporaneity of the history and the fact that almost all 

participants are still living and, to an extent, contesting some 

of the versions of the events described adds complexity to the 

project, but it also adds interest . Several of the sources for 

this study are themselves unreliable. A large deal of the basic 

material, for example, is recorded interviews with the 

participants which frequently contradict each other in details of 

significance . Thus the question of the reliability of interviews 

which, frequently, supply the interviewees with an opportunity 

for self-justification. In addition, because the interviews have 

been conducted some twenty-five years after the events, there has 

been some colouring added to the experiences being described and, 

quite as inevitably, some once-crucial matters have been 

forgotten or relegated to a kind of secondary status. Those 

twenty-five years have, in most cases, seen the telling and 

retelling of the stories of and by each of the individuals 

involved . They have often become fine-tuned and, perhaps, self-

consciously dramatic. This process was inevitable with the 

passage of time and the inherent excitement and tension which 

produced and accompanied the events . The point of the book is 
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not to discover a single incontestable truth or truths about the 

history described and analysed, but rather to extract from that 

history or, more accurately, those histories, an understanding of 

the causes of the revolutionary engagements of the individuals 

who made up the group on which the events focussed. Certain 

facts will be presented and related--facts as palpable and 

unarguable as the explosion of a bomb in the Johannesburg railway 

station on july 12, 2966; as real as the consequent death of a 

seventy one year old woman who happened to be waiting for a 

train. The construction of this event, the issues and political 

facts and states of mind of a viciously divided society, the 

ideological justifications and condemnations, the sheer physical 

planning of the perpetrators, the response of the victims, the 

(arguably) cynical use of the event for political capital by the 

very state apparatus at which the explosion was truly aimed, are 

all a part of its importance. Though the authors of this book 

remain committed to the belief that nothing about the explosion 

is as important as the fact that an innocent person was killed. 

This event is unique in the annals of the history here presented 

in being recorded in minute and compulsive detail by participants 

on all sides of the vast and ranging political issues that 

created the situation which produced the station bombing. On the 

other hand this is, for a variety of reasons to be discussed 

later, one of the few truly significant episodes in the history 

about which all major evidence and documenation is literary 

rather than oral. Of the two perpetrators, the chief one is dead 



by hanging, while the other, now living in Kenya, declines to be 

interviewed. Yet it is a fascinating story and much can be 

understood by relying on the extant sources, second-hand and 

literary though they are. 
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The written material upon which the authors have had to rely 

is inevitably diverse, diffuse, often deliberately opaque, often 

undeliberately opaque. As is usually the case, it was generated 

by the conditions of the moment and not for the sake of future 

historians of the subject. It consists of records, notes, 

diaries, letters, official documents, unofficial documents, 

memoirs, novels, related histories, etc . There is a useful M.A . 

thesis directly on the subject which attempts to theorize the 

history of the events described . The oral component of the story 

is composed of interviews conducted over the last few years . It 

benefits and suffers predictably: there is, on the one hand, a 

lack of spontaneity about these interviews, a strong sense of the 

events described in them as having been lived and relived in 

telling and memory many times over the past years. Yet the 

benefit to be derived from these autobiographical tales is that 

they are the result of long consideration and serious thought. 

None of the interviewees has not spent many hours reconstructing 

the story and, in doing so, each has supplied his and her own 

private but usually worthwhile analysis of his or her own memory 

of the events. The interviews themselves can be categorised: 

there are those of people who spent time in jail and those of 

people who avoided jail--always for different but revealing 



reasons. There are those of people who spent years in jail and 

those who spent days, weeks and months in jail. These 

differences came to matter enormously in the end. There are, 

again always compelling and revealing reasons why some were in 

jail for short periods and some--a minority by far--were in jail 

for years. 

The story is a South African story. Unlike most histories, 

this one has a beginning and a very palpable end. It concerns 
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the foundation, existence, and demise of a political movement 

which had a short, somewhat chaotic existence from 1960-1964. 

When it was finally destroyed by the South African police six (8, 

12?) of its members were still in jail, one to remain there for 

another twel, 20? years, one to be released within months. The 

station bombing had occurred and the man found guilty of the 

atrocity was hanged. Though there were members of the movement 

left in jail and in exile in many parts of the Western world, the 

movement as a movement had ceased to function and, really, ceased 

to exist. In its wake it left some pain, some grief, some 

personal calamity, some familial disaster and some devastating 

betrayal. Many of its members had been separated from their 

roots, their homes and families, and pushed into exile. Some 

brave few actually chose jail as an alternative to flight, 

inviting arrest when escape was still possible and detention 

inevitable. The movement's existence seems to have transformed, 

in more than merely geographical ways, the lives of all of its 

members--in varying degrees, of course. With perhaps the 



exceptions of one or two members who turned against their former 

comrades, testifying against them in court and helping to send 

them to long terms in jail, none of the members interviewed 

regretted his or her assiciation with the movement. Each seemed 

to feel that the turbulent times had called for action and for 

choices to be made. And though this particular action ended 

5 

badly, no one who had taken it--with the exceptions noted--was 

sorry to have been a part of the movement that made the actions 

possible. In retrospect it seems obvious that, first of all 

there was no chance at all of success under the terms and 

conditions under which the movement operated. There appears to 

have been inept and inadequate knowledge of the strength of the 

enemy--the apartheid-besotted government of South Africa--and a 

rather naive sense of the possibilities of overthrowing it. That 

granted, it must also be granted that retrospectivity is a luxury 

that comes only after the fact. A part of this study will be 

devoted to this problem of the failure to deal realistically with 

the political issues which most members grew up with and all 

thought they understood. Because it is true that a kind of 

excitement pervaded the movement, an excitement based on the 

sense of its members that they were doing something dangerous and 

illegal which, however, could lead to an amelioration of the 

conditions of servitude and poverty and systemic, legal racial 

discrimination which invaded every avenue of life in South Africa 

in the fifties and sixties. The authors of this book were 

themselves members of the movement. 



The National Committee for the Liberation of South Africa 

was later to become known amongst its members and to the 

occasional and amusing confusion of others as the African 

Resistance Movement, or ARM . 
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