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MC: My name is  Mwelela Cele.  I 'm represent ing the 

Univers i ty of  Durban-Westvi l le ,  Documentat ion 

Centre’s  Oral  His tory Project .   Today we are at  the 

Durban Inst i tute of  Technology,  Ci ty Campus and 

we are interviewing one of  our  best  pol i t ical  

act ivis ts ,  Dr Ashwin Desai .   P leased to  meet  you.  

AD: Pleased to  meet  you.  

MC: My fi rs t  quest ion,  I would l ike to  know when and 

where you were born?  

AD: I was born in  Durban on the 15th January 1959.  

MC: And in  which area of  Durban?  

AD: I'm not  sure.   I th ink i t  was Is ipingo.  

MC: Is ipingo?   And what  were your parents  doing?  

AD: My mother  was a housewife and my father  a  

school teacher .  

MC: Did you have any s ibl ings?  

AD: I have a s is ter ,  an older  s is ter ,  four  years  older  than 

me.  

MC: Okay,  and where did you receive your primary 

educat ion?  

AD: By the t ime I was in  s tandard s ix ,  I 'd  been to  f ive 

schools .  Five different  schools .  I s tar ted off  in  a  

school  cal led Arya Samaj ,  which is  in  Springfield,  
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and then went  to  Model  School ,  which is  in  

Ashervi l le ,  and i t  was in  the af ternoon.  They had 

something cal led a platoon system, which I 

preferred,  because you could play in  the morning 

and go to  school  in  the af ternoon.  

MC: Why were you changing schools ,  this  way?  

AD: Well ,  one of  the reasons was my father  had to  keep 

changing schools .   I don 't  know what  the reason was 

for  that ,  and secondly,  clearly,  ei ther  the teachers  

didn ' t  get  on with me or  I didn ' t  get  on with the 

teachers ,  so the way to  handle that ,  was to  change 

schools .  

MC: Okay,  so in  some of  the schools  that  you moved to  

your father  was working there?    

AD: No,  no I mean i t  was different  areas ,  but  there were 

t imes where there was an overlap.  That  was 

embarrass ing.  

MC: So can you describe the schools  that  you went  to?   

What  kind of  s tudents  at tended those schools?  

AD: When I s tar ted in  Arya Samaj  -  wel l  to  say that ,  I 

actual ly went  to  nursery school  there,  a  place cal led 

Ashervi l le  Grounds,  footbal l  grounds,  and somebody 

ran a nursery in   the change rooms,  and get t ing to  

Arya Samaj ,  i t  was for  the poorest  area in  

Springtown,  and then I moved to  class  2  to  Model  

School ,  which is  in  a  more middle class  area of  

Ashervi l le .   The areas  are close by,  but  they had 

very different  class  dimensions.  So the schools ,  

general ly,  the way I remember school ing is  that ,  

especial ly in  the later  years ,  we learnt  school  by 

swot t ing,  we learnt  things by heart .   If  you learnt  

things by heart ,  you did wel l .  That  was the 

orientat ion of  the teachers  and even us ,  so I can 



 3 

remember,  in  s tandard s ix ,  learning about  nineteen 

his tory essays by heart ,  and I knew every answer.  I 

didn ' t  unders tand his tory,  but  the orientat ion was 

rote learning.   This  doesn ' t  obviate the effort  that  

teachers  put  into teaching.  

MC: And what  kind of  his tory was that ,  the his tory that  

they were teaching you,  at  that  t ime?  

AD: It  was about  a  guy cal led Boyce,  I think.   It  had that  

the usual  crap that  masquerades  as  his tory today,  

also.   You know, the s imul taneous meet ing of  the 

Bantus  and the whi te people at  Fish River .   

Certainly Indians  were completely wri t ten out  of  the 

his tory.   I th ink the chapter  was cal led "The Indian 

Problem".   It  wasn 't  wri t ten by Ngema,  i t  was 

wri t ten by Van Jaarsveld,  or  somebody.   But  that  

was the kind of  learning we had,  i t  was rote 

learning,  very s t r ict  school ing environment ,  and 

very l i t t le  broad educat ion.  So we'd do al l  this  

l i terature of  Shakespeare,  I remember that .   We did 

Shakespeare’s  "Twelf th  Night",  I think i t  was,  and 

many of  us  learned the "Twelf th  Night" by heart .  

We didn 't  unders tand the s tuff ,  but  we knew i t  f rom 

l ine one to  l ine 490,  by heart .   You may not  bel ieve 

this ,  but  i t 's  t rue.   I can tel l  i t  to  you up t i l l  today,  

that 's  how wel l  I know i t .  

MC: Can you just  reci te  one paragraph?  

AD: "If  music be the food of  love,  play on,  give me 

excess  of  i t .  That 's  of  eat ing,  that  appet i te  may 

s icken and then so die,  that  s t rayed again and had i t  

d ie  for  and o 'er  i t  came my ear  l ike the sweet  sound 

of  music" you know, and there was very l i t t le  

chance for  creat ivi ty here.  If  you wrote essays that  -  

I remember wri t ing an essay about  -  the essay was 



 4 

three days in  a  diary of  a  boer ,  Trek boer ,  and I 

talked about  Zulu women,  as  we came over  the 

mountains ,  Zulu women were bare-chested,  and the 

teacher  put  l ines  through i t  and gave me zero and he 

wrote that  i s  pornography.   So there was something 

wrong where you received an educat ion.  I think 

there was -  there were a lot  of  things one had to  

unlearn once you had that  kind of  educat ion,  

because there were a lot  of  bad pract ices  that  

masqueraded as  learning.  

MC: Yes,  and when did you f i rs t  encounter  racism?  

AD: It 's  a  di ff icul t  cal l ,  you know, about  racism.   Maybe 

two or  three examples  I expect .   Fi rs t ly,   in ternal  to  

the Indian Community,  clearly there were divis ions .  

 My mother  is  of  South Indian ex tract ion,  whose 

family converted to  Cathol icism and my father  is  

Brahman Gujarat i .  These are foreign terms probably 

to  you,  but  the twain shal l  never  meet ,  these people 

were never  supposed to  marry.  On both s ides ,  the 

Cathol ics  considered themselves  very Engl ish,  and 

kind of  outs ide of  the rubric of  India or  Africa,  even 

the Engl ish,  and Brahman Gujarat is  don 't  even 

marry other  Gujarat is ,  and so I encountered i t  ins ide 

the family,  because my grannies  s tayed two s t reets  

away.   One in  Prince Edward Street ,  and one in  

Leopold Street ,  and they s tayed thi r ty years ,  close 

to  each other ,  but  they never  met  each other ,  and so 

one received a sense that  something was wrong.   But  

I expect  the kind of  racism,  I unders tood obl iquely,  

was two kinds of  things.   The one is  my father  and I 

went  to  a  match between or  a  team cal led Highlands 

Park and Durban Uni ted.  I must  have been f ive or  

s ix  years  old,  and the ground was ful l ,  and every 
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t ime my father  s tood under a  s tadium pi l lar ,  and 

every t ime I wanted to  ask him a quest ion he told 

me to  keep quiet .   It  was unusual  because my father  

kind of  helped me along with the game and because 

he 's  very fai r  [ skinned] ,  he had gone into the White 

sect ion and he didn ' t  want  me to  be not iced too 

much because that  would have found him [out] ,  you 

know, only [ then one]  sees ,  one unders tands the 

colour.   But  most  of  i t  was accept ing.  You know, 

because every Sunday,  because we s tayed in  town 

we would drive to  the beachfront  and we would 

watch the whi te kids  on the t rampol ine.   But  I never  

quest ioned i t ,  that  we were drinking our tea out  of  a  

f lask as  a  Sunday out ing to  watch kids  my age on a 

t rampol ine.   So I kind of  never  received racism as  a  

conscious thing,  for  much of  my upbringing 

because,  i ronical ly,  South African l i fe  al lowed you 

to  l ive in  a  shel tered,  safe environment  wi thin very 

closeted communit ies .   So frankly I can ' t  remember 

a  specif ic  incident  that  somehow kind of  evoked 

some thought  in  my head.  

MC: Where did you receive your high school  educat ion?  

AD: At  Chatsworth High.  

MC: And can you  describe for  us  the atmosphere there?  

AD: It  was once again a school  very r igidly t rying to  get  

you to  pass  Matr ic  wel l ,  because i t  had a reputat ion 

for  producing the best  resul ts ,  despi te  being in  

Chatsworth,  you know, produced al l  the A's  and so 

on.  

MC: And when was this?  

AD: It  was '73,  '74,  '75.  

MC: Ya and so -  and also had very good sport ing teams,  

so there was a lot  of  or ientat ion,  some of  the best  
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sports  people came there.  I remember,  when I was in  

Standard Seven there,  I think,  they had there,  out  of  

l ike eleven players ,  they had eight  guys who were 

al ready playing professional  soccer ,  you know. 

These were mythical  f igures ,  Sugar Singh,  Scampi  

Bissesser ,  Stanley Govender.  It  was a school  that  

was beaut i ful ,  because i t  was looked up to  and you 

basked in  a  kind of  ref lect ive glory of  everybody 

else,  I presume.  

MC: And the pol i t ical  atmosphere in  the country at  the 

t ime?   Did you experience any problems at  school  or  

were there many upris ings?  

AD: Ya,  there were kind of  sporadic things around 

Republ ic  Day,  for  example.  You know, people 

would -  the Nat ional  Party would give out  sweets  

and other  paraphernal ia ,  and there were always 

pamphlets ,  and that  kind of  thing.   One had a kind 

of  sense of  there were people organis ing.  You know, 

many of  us ,  as  young people,  we l ived in  town and a 

lot  of  the older  guys from the area went  to  the 

Frel imo Ral ly of  1974 at  Curries  Fountain.  They 

were just  gangsters ,  but  they went  there and they 

l ike fought  wi th the pol ice or  you know, so they 

told the s tory.   There was an overwhelming force at  

that  ral ly,  and so on.   So one kind of  -  there were 

snippets  of  i t .   But  I think,  you know, lot  of  the -  

and i t  was a period of  Black Consciousness ,  I 

presume,  but  a  lot  of  that  work was outs ide the 

rubric of  the immediate community,  i t  was l imited 

to  the univers i t ies .   It  might  not  have been but  i t 's  

the way i t  was seen by us .  

MC: Yes.  
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AD: My sense of  anything that  had to  do with the 

underdog was that  I was in  awe of  the guys who 

s tood on the s t reet  corner ,  the gangsters .   I wanted 

to  be l ike them.  I dis l iked my father  intensely,  who 

as  a  school teacher  fol lowed the rules  and went  to  

school  and put  his  head down,  earned his  keep.   My 

heroes  were not ,  you know, pol i t ical  act ivis ts .   My 

heroes  were gangsters ,  I wanted to  be them.  I 

wanted to  s tab people,  and then I was dressed l ike 

them.  Remember,  I was nine and ten.  My whole 

orientat ion was when I would make a t ransi t ion 

from the f lat  to  a  ful ly-  f ledged member of  the 

s t reet  corner ,  in  Leopold Street ,  in  Grey Street ,  that  

was the height  of  my ambit ions .  

MC: But  you were going to  school  and doing everything?  

AD: Ya,  I was going to  school ,  ya.  Ya,  people went  to  

school  and they spent  their  whole weekends,  you 

know, s tanding in  a  corner .   I spent  a  lot  of  my l i fe  

s tanding in  a  corner .   I don 't  know why,  but  a  lot  of  

my l i fe  I spent  s tanding in  a  corner .  

MC: Maybe gangster ism was symbolis ing something to  

you?  

AD: I think i t  was,  i t  was symbolis ing a kind of  reject ion 

of  our  l ives  being control led even at  the micro level  

by family,  by social isat ion process ,  by teachers ,  by 

pol ice,  who wouldn 't  le t  you play,  you know, soccer  

on the road,  you couldn 't  p lay anywhere else.   

They'l l  put  you in  a  van and take you and dump you 

at  the beach,  which would give you a one and a half  

walk back home.   So ya,  i t  was,  in  a  sense,  a  kind of  

sub-cul ture that  was reject ionis t  and s tuff  of  the  

prevai l ing norms.    
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MC: Yes,  and in  high school  did you have subjects  that  

you enjoyed,  I mean subjects  l ike his tory or  

Engl ish?  

AD: No,  I didn ' t  enjoy school ,  I hated school .   I s tar ted -  

by s tandard nine I was al ready drinking a lot .   The 

drink cal led brandy ale.   You would pay R1.08 for  i t  

a t  the Pel ican,  which was below Chatsworth High.   I 

spent  a  lot  of  my l i fe  drunk,  which was important  

for  me,  in  later  years ,  because then I didn ' t  have to  

l i s ten to  that  crap that  teachers  were giving us .   So I 

didn ' t  have to  unlearn so much.    

MC: So,  your drinking,  when you think about  i t  now,  do 

you think i t  was a way of  res is t ing or   revol t ing or  

something?  

AD: It  revol ted my parents  and everybody else.   I d idn ' t  

th ink of  i t  as  anything -  wel l ,  when I think back 

about  i t  now,  ya,  I was al ienated from those 

processes .   I don 't  know if  i t  was a conscious act ,  i t  

was just  -  ya,  i t  was just  a  recalci t rance to  be a 

prefect .   We hated prefects .   To be a head prefect  at  

Chatsworth High,  anybody who was head prefect  at  

Chatsworth High between '70 and '75,  I 'd  rather  

keep quiet  about  i t ,  because they were l ike pimps,  

impimpis .   Many head prefects  becoming impimpis ,  

in  later  l i fe .   I th ink a lot  of  the people in  Mbeki 's  

cabinet  must  have been head prefects .   I 'm now 

convinced of  i t ;  because you can see they're  in  awe 

of  power,  l ike "I'm of  the World Bank".   You can 

see i t .   Kadar Asmal  must  have been a head prefect  

in  school ,  because he 's  now an impimpi  for  

imperial is t  interests .   So those t ransi t ions  are made.  

 I was a drunkard and,  you know, I'm s t i l l  k ind of  . . .  

MC: And after  high school ,  you went  to  Grahamstown?  
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AD: Not  immediately.  I worked in  a  place cal led 

Woolfsons,  which in  town and then at  a  place cal led 

Admiral  Hotel .   Now closed down and apparent ly 

has  been,  you know, sold to  people who are going to  

turn i t  in to an Is lamic School .   An interest ing 

t ransi t ion.  

MC: And what  were you doing in  . . .?  

AD: At  Woolfsons,  I was a salesman.  I was doing very 

wel l .   I was one of  the best  salesman there,  because 

s imply when you came into buy a sui t  and i f  you 

were a 38 jacket  and a 36 pants  I 'd  jus t  take the 

different  sui ts  and put  them together  and sel l  i t  to  

you.   There were the older  salesmen who would 

want  you to ,  you know, go and change the sui t  and 

al ter .   I would just  -  because I sold wel l .   So I did 

that  for  what ,  s ix  months  and I worked at  Admiral  

Hotel ,  as  a  wai ter ,  which was very enjoyable 

because I was s t i l l  young.  I was 17,  and you 'd  get  

t ipped by drinking.   People would buy you drinks 

and you 'd  quiet ly drink i t ,  wi thout  the owners  

knowing.   Then I spent  a  year ,  I think,  in  London,  in  

England,  and then went  to  Grahamstown,  which is  -  

I was 19 when I got  to  Grahamstown,  but  I 'd  kind of  

seen a bi t ,  lucki ly.  

MC: Did you experience any racism or  did you  feel  bad 

about  the way you were t reated at  work when you 

were working at  the hotel  or  when you were sel l ing 

sui ts?  

AD: Ya,  I mean clearly there,  later  when I ref lect  on i t ,  

the man I would sel l  sui ts  wi th,  was somebody they 

cal led Johnny,  an Indian man.   He was there for  27 

years  but  he never  became manager or  anything,  you 

know?   There would always be younger whi te guys 



 10 

who would come and manage and so on.   But ,  you 

know, kind of  you know, sel l ing sui ts ,  you know?   

The whi te salesmen would have their  customers  and 

the Indian salesmen -  there weren ' t  any African 

salesmen,  they would have their  customers  amongst  

Black people.   So there were those divis ions  and 

you kind of  accepted that  as  a  natural  order  of  

things.  

MC: And why did you move from Woolfsons to  a  hotel?  

AD: From Woolfsons?  

MC: Yes.  

AD: I went  to  the Chris tmas party,  I think,  or  one of  

their  part ies  and I obviously drank too much and 

fought  wi th the manager,  a  Mr Kretzner .   I th ink he 

fought  wi th me but  as  things panned out  -  I a lways 

say that  I lef t ,  but  they asked me to  leave.   There 's  

rather  a  long t rend in  my l i fe  of  people asking me to  

leave.  

MC: And can you tel l  us  about  your experiences  in  

London?  

AD: It  was kind of  a  remarkable one year .  I mean I 

s tar ted to  learn a bi t  there,  i ronical ly,  because i t  

was a t ime of  -  the height  and t ime of  the Nat ional  

Front ,  which is  a  r ight  wing Bri t ish movement  and 

there were a lot  of  concerts  l ike "Rock against  

Racism" and so on,  and a kind of  sea of  humani ty 

that  was prepared to  confront  racism and I went  to  

these things for  fun but  i t  real ly had -  i t  created an 

impression in  my mind about  people who were 

whi te,  who were f ight ing racism,  you know?   And 

there was a lot  of  antagonism,  especial ly wi th 

people who would label  you in  the s t reets .   In  

Durban,  you kept  to  your place.   In  London,  you 'd  
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go to  places  where people would cal l  you Paki  and 

wog,  these were derogatory terms and so you 

immediately wanted to  confront  those things.   So i t  

was a very enl ightening period.   Very tough period 

because one gets  almost  spoi l t  in  a  place l ike 

Durban,  where you know your environment ,  you had 

a very different  environment ,  a  very al ienat ing 

environment .   But  i t  was to  hold me in  good s tead 

later .  

MC: And then from London you came back to . . .?  

AD: I went  di rect ly to  Grahamstown.  

MC: And then at  that  t ime,  I mean Grahamstown . . .?  

AD: Since you l ike this  racism quest ion,  you seem 

obsessed with that ,  le t  me give you the answer.  

MC: Yes?  

AD: I arr ive at  Port  El izabeth ai rport .   Somebody told 

me -  I 'd  never  been to  the Eastern Cape in  my l i fe .   

Somebody told me that  Grahamstown is  30 

ki lometres ,  or  a  suburb of  Port  El izabeth.  So I 

wai ted and wai ted and wai ted for  what  was cal led 

the Leopard Express ,  for  something you take from 

Port  El izabeth to  Grahamstown and when i t  arr ived,  

there was a Black man who was driving the Leopard 

Express .  He said to  me they don 't  take Black people 

on the Leopard Express  and a whi te family there fel t  

qui te  embarrassed,  and they dropped me on the 

highway.   It  was f ive in  the evening,  get t ing dark,  

and I s t i l l  thought  -  I wanted to  pee and I thought ,  

you know, just  out ,  and I was s t i l l  h iking with a  big 

sui tcase and f inal ly,  some people gave me a l i f t  and 

I found out  that  i t  was l ike 120 ki lometres  away,  

and I arr ived in  Grahamstown,  and there was s t i l l  

segregated hostels  at  Rhodes Univers i ty,  and I 
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arr ived in  a  place cal led Adamson House which was 

for  Black s tudents ,  i t  was a segregated res .  and that  

was the beginning of  an odyssey,  at  the age of  19.  

MC: And when exact ly did you s tar t  your pol i t ical  

act ivism?  

AD: You know, i t 's  -  those quest ions  are so diff icul t .   

I 'm sure everybody you ask,  i t 's  l ike t rying to  

remember,  you know, when you f i rs t  s topped 

wearing a nappy,  you know, i t 's  l ike real ly hard.  The 

hostel  was important  because i t  had al l  Black 

s tudents ,  many older  s tudents  who had s tudied at  

the Univers i ty of  Western Cape and  Fort  Hare,  and 

so there were a lot  of  people of  pol i t ical  

backgrounds there,  and so we'd meet  almost  weekly 

in  a  common room and talk  about  pol i t ics ,  you 

know, there were different  pol i t ical  movements ,  

Black Consciousness  Movement ,  Uni ty Movement ,  

kind of  semblances  of  the ANC, and so on.   So the 

debates  were vibrant  and beaut i ful  and we would 

s tand almost  -  s i t  s l ight ly outs ide the centre of  the 

ci rcle  and l is ten to  these debates .   But  i t  was also a 

very racis t  place,  Rhodes,  wi th the Rhodesians ,  as  

they were cal led then.   Mugabe was just  about  to  

come to  power and a lot  of  the Rhodesian s tudents  

had come out  of  bush wars  and had a pathological  

dis l ike for  Black s tudents .   So Black s tudents  

created a uni ty for  themselves ,  in  order  to ,  I expect ,  

offset  this  very naked racism and so,  I think,  i t  was 

the beginning of  some kind of  idea of  pol i t ics .   But  

real ly me,  personal ly,  I wanted to  play sport .   I 

loved sport ,  I wanted to  play soccer  and so on,  and 

there was a decis ion not  to  use the campus sports  

f ields  and play for  the campus teams and so we went  
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to  play in  the townships  and so we came -  I expect  

we became integrated in  the townships ,  not  out  of  

consent  but  being forced there,  but  once we went  to  

play,  you know, i t  became part  of  our  l ives .  

MC: And did you join any s tudent  organisat ions?  

AD: Ya,  there was an organisat ion cal led the Black 

Student  Movement  that  was f inal ly formed and I 

joined that  organisat ion and in  1980,  I can ' t  

remember the date,  which is  the second year  I was 

there,  there was -  the securi ty pol ice raided the 

campus and they arres ted seven people or  eight  

people,  I don 't  remember.  Devan Pi l lay,  Erin 

Gij ima,  Guy Burger ,  Ir in  Rensburg,  myself  and so 

that  was my f i rs t  real  experience of  a  detent ion.  We 

were taken to  Port  El izabeth,  ended up in  a  big t r ial .  

 I knew nothing,  real ly.   I was just  a  big talker  and 

we were beaten qui te  crudely and badly and many of  

us  jus t  ins t inct ively -  I expect  that 's  where my l i fe  

on the s t reets  of  Durban helped.   We just  wouldn 't  -  

they didn 't  want  to  -  i t  was a t r ick,  they didn ' t  want  

to  -  they knew we weren 't  gui l ty of  the things they 

were looking for  but  they wanted us  to  give State 

evidence and,  of  course,  we refused and we were 

beaten badly.   I don 't  know whether  those decis ions  

are pol i t ical ,  they were just  based on a "wel l ,  fuck 

you,  you want  me to  do something and I won't  

fucking do i t" ,  you know?   So i t  was the beginnings 

and obviously when we came out  we were big heroes  

and suddenly we were pol i t icians .  

MC: This  was?  

AD: 1980,  and obviously the leaders  had been locked up,  

you know?   Erin Gij ima,  Guy Burger ,  Devan Pi l lay,  

and so on.  So suddenly we were thrust  into a  
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leadership role,  and I became president  of  the Black 

Student  Movement .  So i t  was almost  l ike a  

hesi tance,  you know, i t  wasn 't  a  kind of  uni l inear  

development ,  somebody -  sub-consciousness  rais ing,  

and al l  that .  It  was more a kind of  mat ter  of  

ci rcumstance that  one was thrust  into kind of  

leadership.   But  i t  created an anger ,  obviously,  in  

me personal ly,  and a feel ing that  I wanted to  f ight .   

For  me the f i rs t  t ime,  because I'm l ike twenty now, 

now I want  to  f ight  what  was cal led the boere,  you 

know, I wanted to  f ight  them and so ya,  this  kind of  

part  gangster ism,  part  -  jus t  feel ing that  I 'd  been 

hard done by,  and I didn ' t  deserve to  be beaten in  

that  way.   Set  me on a t rain ,  you know, of  act ivi ty,  I 

think.   

MC: Why did you decide to  go to  univers i ty?  

AD: I don 't  know, one day I was just  in  London,  and I 

jus t  decided that  this  l i fe  was meaningless ,  but  I 

didn ' t  want  to  come back home,  but  I wanted to  be 

back in  South Africa and so,  you know, probably in  

a  drunken s tupor,  made that  decis ion.  So I don 't  

know, I don 't  remember properly.  

MC: And why did you choose Rhodes Univers i ty?  

AD: I wanted to  be a wri ter ,  I loved wri t ing,  I loved the 

idea of  words.  I always wanted to  be a wri ter .   

When I grew up,  my mother  never  real ly went  to  

school ,  she went  to  s tandard 3,  but  every day that  I 

came home,  she would make out  of  cardboard,  a  

f lash card,  wi th a  new word that  she would learn 

and I would learn.   So I had a fascinat ion with 

words and that 's  al l  I wanted to  be.  

MC: And so you regis tered for  journal ism?  

AD: I regis tered for  journal ism,  ya.  
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MC: And your post-grad s tudies?  

AD: I s tayed in  the Eastern Cape general ly,  and f inal ly 

in  1987 when I was arres ted again -  i t  was an 

incredible place the Eastern Cape,  obviously 

through the '80s ,  and a place of  pol i t ical  vi tal i ty.   It  

had i ts  own conservat ivism,  i t 's  been made as  myth,  

people haven 't  real ly s tudied the Eastern Cape.   I 

think there 's  a  lot  of  conservat ivism of  the pol i t ical  

leadership around the South African Communist  

Party,  the ANC, even the Black Consciousness  

people.   A lot  of  hierarchy and central ism,  but  in  

the s t reets  and in  the townships ,  there 's  a  pol i t ical  

energy of  incredible nature that  I was lucky to  be a 

part  of ,  and lucky that  I was in  the Eastern Cape.   

So I wasn 't  -  I didn ' t  have the disease of  the Natal  

Indian Congress  and the central ism and the 

authori tar ism and the gossip of  the UDF and so on,  

that  was part  of  Kwa-Zulu Natal .   I feel  sorry for  

the comrades,  every t ime I think about  them, al l  

those act ivis ts  who are lost  in  the new South Africa.  

 I a lways think that  I forgive them because their  

s ins  are not  theirs ,  of  these moribund organisat ions .  

 So I was part  of  that .   

MC: If  I may interrupt  you?   Back in  the early '80s ,  I 

mean what  did you think of  the African Nat ional  

Congress?  

AD: Oh,  I was in  awe of  i t .   I real ly thought  that  they 

were l iberators ,  you know?   We kept  thinking 

through the '80s  though,  every t ime we used to  cal l  

for  arms they never  arr ived.   We didn 't  know Joe 

Modise was buying shoes ,  MK guys were buying 

shoes  on his  behalf  in  Jo 'burg,  but  there was never  -  

this  is  the mythology,  that  his tory must  be real ly 
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writ ten in  this  country.   The arms never  arr ived in  

the Eastern Cape,  and one day we must  ask the 

quest ion,  that  there were s t reet  commit tees ,  there 

was mass  insurrect ion,  people using s tones .   Where 

were the arms,  and why didn 't  they arr ive,  and why 

were people lef t  defenceless?   [There were]  very 

few MK incurs ions from the outs ide,  you know, that  

ever  took place in  the Eastern Cape and that  his tory,  

you know, is  lef t  for  somebody else.  That 's  my 

unders tanding and feel ing of  being there,  during 

that  period.   Not  on the campus only but  in  the 

townships  and so ya,  there was an awe,  there was a 

sense that  there would be a force from the outs ide 

that  would come out  and rescue us .   Al l  our  songs,  

al l  our  speeches  were about  the sense that  the ex i le  

would not  only come to defeat  apartheid,  but  would 

be a radical  force for  the broadening of  job 

democracy,  and the redis t r ibut ion of  resources .   I 

went  back to  Grahamstown las t  year ,  and i t  was the 

very centre of  l iberat ion,  the townships  and the 

people s t i l l  l ive without  l ights ,  people s t i l l  l ive in  

the most  decrepi t  of  condi t ions .   They are two ci t ies  

s t i l l ,  when you s tand on Makanaskop,  and look over  

the univers i ty and i ts  beaut i ful  bui ldings and the 

degradat ion and degenerat ion of  the townships .   

Clearly our  songs were in  vain for  being part  of  

ins t i tut ing this  government  into power.   So ya,  of  

course we were,  but  I s tar ted to  develop a cr i t ical  

sense that  they weren 't  going to  be for  debate,  and 

there was a narrowing of  debate.   One horr ible 

example for  me is  that  I was in  (Vianeck?)  prison 

and for  many reasons they thought  some of  us  were 

up to  shi t  and we were in  s ingle cel ls ,  but  we were 
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le t  out  to  do exercise,  and there was only one 

AZAPO guy in  that  whole prison.  Young guy,  we 

knew him as  General ,  Bongani ,  was his  name.   I 

knew him sl ight ly.   He said you know, Ash,  can I 

use your cel l  to  s tudy,  whi le  you 're  doing exercise?  

 Because they were in  communal  cel ls ,  very diff icul t  

to  s tudy.   I said ya,  cool ,  and when I came back 

there were about  twelve guys beat ing him to pulp in  

the cel l  and I almost  separated them, and I said 

why?   They said no,  didn ' t  I hear ,  you know, that  

AZAPO were ki l l ing Goniwe,  you know, this  kind of  

s tuff  and that  they're  State agents  and we must  ki l l  

them, and i t  made me think for  a  long t ime about  

the nature of  the movements  that  we were bui lding,  

that  we were having discussions,  even in  the cel ls ,  

but  i f  you ever  raised cr i t iques  of  the Freedom 

Charter  and so on people were deal t  wi th very,  very 

harshly and heavi ly.   So there was inside the engine 

of  the l iberat ion movement ,  a  deep,  authori tar ian 

at t i tude that  was developing,  and there was a sense 

of  that  and once again,  when the his tory of  the 

Eastern Cape is  wri t ten,  there were people who were 

put  on l is ts  to  be ki l led,  who were cr i t ical  people,  

comrades of  mine.   There were mass  spl i ts ,   people 

label led with something cal led UDF mil i tants ,  

which was some other  grouping that  was cr i t ical ,  so  

people were deal t  wi th.   So these are the s tories  of  

the l iberat ion movements  that  hopeful ly some 

researcher  someday wil l  te l l .   People l ike to  see i t  

as   -   and that 's  why I don 't  l ike doing some of  these 

interviews,  because they end up as  being rubbish 

because they want  to  tel l  the s tory as  some uni l inear  

development  of  this  great ,  good force on one said,  
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this  great ,  bad force and a good force prevai ls .   No.  

 It 's  bul lshi t ,  a  lot  of  the good forces  were 

marginal ised,  threatened and s teamrol led into 

submission and why can 't  their  his tories  be told?   

They contr ibuted to  the l iberat ion s t ruggle,  and s t i l l  

contr ibute because their  values  and their  ethics  that  

they were t rying to  inst i l l  in  the l iberat ion 

movement  are so vi tal  and important  for  today,  and 

so ya,  that  was my social isat ion because i t  was al l  

in  the Eastern Cape,  outs ide my own environment ,  

outs ide my own racial  reference group.   There are a  

very few Indians  there,  you know, which I expect  in  

a  bizarre way helped because you were an exot ic  

other .   Whenever I went  to  funerals  in  townships ,  

even i f  I wasn 't  a  scheduled speaker ,  I became a 

scheduled speaker ,  you know, being there as  

somebody who was not  African,  you know, so I 

could real ly learn to  speak and got  to  share 

plat forms and learnt  the idea of  t ransgressing racial  

boundaries  and the possibi l i t ies  of  that ,  and 

learning why this  kind of  bui lding is  so vi tal .   So 

i t 's  was hard and i t  was diff icul t  and l i fe  obviously,  

at  Grahamstown was very,  very diff icul t .  

MC: If  I may ask this ,  why were you arres ted in  1987?   

Why exact ly?  

AD: Well  i t  was in  a  State of  Emergency.  

MC: Okay.  

AD: You know, i t  was nothing specif ic ,  i t  was -  and by 

that  t ime I had my break with the UDF and the 

ANC.  It  was a very diff icul t  t ime for  me because in  

the prison there were people who hated me,  you 

know, beyond the warders ,  there were people who i f  

they could have put  a  knife in ,  would have because I 



 19 

was a vociferous cr i t ique of  what  we saw,  as  the 

infest ing of  the UDF by l iberal ,  moderate elements  

and the ret icence of  the UDF to rebui ld  real  

democrat ic  s t ructures  in  the townships .   So I was 

one of  the overt  cr i t icizers  of  that ,  so  i t  was a very 

tense t ime for  me,  but  lucki ly for  me I had come 

with the unknown reputat ion.   In  the f ight  in  prison,  

the Black Conscious Movement  was at tacked by 

some r ight  wing whi tes  and I'd  s tabbed one of  them, 

badly and a lot  of  people saw me -  lucki ly,  as  a  

violent  person,  that  i f  you fucked with me I' l l  take 

you on.   So i t  created a space for  me within that  

environment .   So,  ya,  that 's  another  his tory.  

MC: Did the warders  harass  you or . . .?  

AD: No,  the warders  were okay because they were just  -  

i t  was a hol iday camp.   But  ya,  especial ly the young 

guys who we always influenced by the older  guys,  

the thi r teen or  fourteen year  olds  in  the prison,  who 

were al ready ki l lers ,  you know, from Craddock and 

so on,  I had an aff ini ty wi th them, you know, 

because we used to  get  on wel l ,  but  as  t ime went  on 

they would,  you know, always see there was an 

al ienat ion and ya,  you know, one doesn ' t  want  to  

bui ld  this  into a  conspiracy but  one could feel  

uncomfortable.   But ,  you know, i t  wasn 't  bad 

because of  one 's  at t i tude,  you know one would laugh 

or  things and then the cowardly nature of  what  some 

of  us  did,  we didn ' t  engage in  the debate,  we just  

kept  quiet  when,  you know, the Communist  Party 

would have reading groups and get  l ike a  book 

smuggl ing cal led,  by Marx  and we were discussing,  

some of  us  would be cowards.   We wouldn 't  put  

forward our cr i t ique of  the Communist  Party for  
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example,  you know, or  Stal inism and so on,  because 

then you 'd  be a Trotskyi te  and to  be a Troyskyi te  

was to  be worse than a fucking Nat ional  Party agent  

because to  be a Trotskyi te  would summari ly get  you 

into deep t rouble.  

MC: So ideological ly during the '80s  where did you 

s tand?  

AD: Where did I s tand?  

MC: Yes,  I mean in  the ‘80’s?  

AD: It 's  very hard,  you know, because I didn ' t  have -  

af ter  the kind of  t r i -cameral  elect ions  mobi l isat ion 

around that ,  for  me bui lding community s t ructures  

was important .   There wasn 't  a  narrow pol i t ical  

home,  i t  was embracing of  al l  people that  we were 

f ight ing around housing,  free educat ion,  services  for  

the poor,  grounds,  you know, parks .   So that  became 

part  of  my pol i t ics ,  very integral  to  -  other  people 

saw i t  as  a  lack of  pol i t ics  and reading -  we had 

reading groups,  there were open reading groups for  

young people who were reading about  Marxism,  

about  the Russian Revolut ion,  you know, what  went  

wrong in  post- l iberat ion societ ies ,  you know?   And 

so there was a t remendous energy and enthusiasm 

for  knowledge and cr i t ique and that  kind of  thing.  

MC: And what  did you do,  work -  I mean in  the '80s?  

AD: Well ,  I was a s tudent  for  most  of  the t ime,  worked 

in  the Union Movement  for  a  whi le ,  lectured at  

Rhodes for  a  whi le .   There my contract  wasn 't  

renewed by the management ,  and then f inal ly . . . .  

MC: The reason being?  

AD: Well ,  the reason being I part icipated in  s tudent  

demonstrat ions ,  and you know, i t  was supposed to  

be a l iberal  ins t i tut ion but  you know that  there was 
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a facade and they just  deal t  wi th me harshly,  you 

know, by just  -you know, not  renewing my contract .  

MC: Yes,  and in  the '80 's ,  what  did you think of  the 

armed s t ruggle?  

AD: What  did I think of  the armed s t ruggle?   I thought  I 

was -  I was in  awe of  i t  and I was l ike a  young boy,  

l ike young boys today are in  awe of  Batman and so 

on,  you know?   I thought  that  they somehow, MK 

gueri l la  f ighters  would come from the outs ide and 

rescue us  al l ,  that  this  was the real  thing,  you 

know?  But  s lowly I began,  you know, these things,  

you s tar t  to  unders tand,  you know, and you 

unders tand i ts  l imitat ions  and you unders tand the 

ANC was never  real ly involved in  an armed 

s t ruggle,  as  an armed s t ruggle to  real ly arm people,  

because i f  they armed people then they weren 't  in  

control  of  that  revolut ion any more because then 

people wil l  be empowered.   I real ise that ,  that  al l  

these t r ips  that  people made to  Lusaka and Maseru 

were,  you know, just  -  were a waste of  t ime.  

MC: And what  did you think of  the organisat ions  l ike 

AZAPO and PAC? 

AD: Disappointments ,  you know?  

MC: In the '80 's?  

AD: Ya,  I mean clearly,  you know, from the Eastern 

Cape we were under pressure,  we didn ' t  need much 

PAC people but  that 's  the remnants  of  AZAPO and 

the Black Consciousness  Movement .   Clearly,  they 

had problems organis ing communit ies ,  there was a 

kind of  el i t i s t  movement ,  that  l iked talking.   You 

know, but  they'd  been through their  own his tory in  

the '70 's ,  I expect ,  they had community programmes,  

they'd  been down that  road,  they'd  been 
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disseminated and fractured so they weren 't  a  factor .  

In  Grahamstown there was a s t rong AZAPO branch,  

but  the UDF moved,  the ANC moved against  them 

violent ly and a lot  of  them had to  leave the 

township.   This  is  the i rony,  you know, they had to  

leave the township.   I think by then the cal l  had 

become,  that  we're  going to  dominate the 

negot iat ion process  in  South Africa.   Al l  movements  

to  the lef t  of  us  need to  be s idel ined or  deal t  wi th,  

you know?   And that 's  what  happened,  I saw i t .   

AZAPO guys actual ly went  to  l ive in  a  place cal led 

Sugar Loaf Mountain,  they actual ly lef t  the 

township and had to  go l ive in  the bush for  qui te  a  

whi le ,  and that  was because of  ANC youth,  not  

because of  the State.   You know, there was a long 

rumour for  a  long t ime in  the Eastern Cape that  i t  

was the BC guys that  ki l led,  you know, the 

Craddock leadership and that  put  them under 

pressure,  a  lot  of  pressure.   We knew i t  was l ies ,  but  

in  the cauldron of  the mass  mobi l izat ion,  those were 

very diff icul t  things to  discount .  

MC: And did you consider  joining the MK in ex i le  in  the 

‘80’s?  

AD: Ya,  ya I think most  of  the young guys in  that  hostel  

wanted to .   In  fact  a  few lef t .   Some of  them came 

back,  you know, earl ier .  Of course,  i t  was a 

fascinat ion and,  I think,  i f  we weren 't  arres ted in  

1980 and that  ANC cel l  wasn 't  broken up I think we 

would have al l  gone,  lef t  the country,  i t  was just  too 

much of  an at t ract ion,  too much of  an adventure,  

rather  than just  a  pol i t ical  thing,  i t  was a young 

boys kind of  adventure to  go to  the bush,  as  i t  were.  

 I 'm so glad I didn ' t ,  s imply because I'd  end up 
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ei ther  as  a  decrepi t  drunkard in  South Africa,  

abandoned by everybody,  s t i l l  wai t ing for  a  pension,  

or  would have been part  of  this  ex i le  mental i ty of  

knowing bet ter  and imposing a horr ible,  almost  

genocidical  economic system in this  country.   I 

would have been part  of  that ,  you know, real ly -  

they're  not  nutcases ,  they bad people,  faces  down to 

bad people that  are in  power in  this  country so,  i t  

was fortuous for  me because I,  you know, I expect  

the social isat ion of  those camps would have bred 

certain  at t i tude towards mass  s t ruggle.  I think,  

s taying in  the country gave a lot  of  people a  

humil i ty about  democracy,  consul tat ion,  mass  

s t ruggle,  sacri f ice,  and so on and so those who 

s tayed behind,  I think,  were lucky.  

MC: And in  these reading groups that  you formed,  what  

kind of  books were you reading?  

AD: We read a lot  of  kind of  Marxis t  l i terature,  you 

know, we read “What  is  to  be done” by Lenin 138 

t imes,  you know?   I saw "Duel  of  Fis ts" about  117 

t imes,  but  I read “What  is  to  be done” by Lenin 118 

t imes,  one more t ime.   We read,  so we s tudied the 

Russian Revolut ion and in  i ts  own mythical  way and 

fought  and debated these issues  and the Cuban 

Revolut ion and Mao,  Mao's  Long March and the 

Nature of  the Cul tural  Revolut ion.   It  was a great  

depth to  the cadreship of  the people.   The 

Mozambican Revolut ion,  Frel imo,  the cr i t ique of  

Nkrumah,  Jomo Kenyata and how the Mau Mau s t i l l  

wai t  for  the land,  you know?   So these were 

sobering t imes,  because they were s tar t ing to  set  

that  gigant ic  task that  lay ahead for  t rue and 

fundamental  l iberat ion and we are learning the 
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mistakes  of  a  narrow kind of  nat ional  democrat ic  

revolut ion and so on.   We were reading -  ya,  s imply 

because there 's  this  huge debate about ,  you know, 

whether  there ' l l  be one s tage or  two s tages  to  the 

revolut ion,  and so on.   So these were the vibrant  

debates  at  the t ime,  that  people wanted social ism 

and so the reading groups were viewing us  with the 

qual i tat ive sense of  what  we desi red and i t  was l ike,  

for  me,  i t  was the most  beaut i ful  and most  

fundamental  part  of  my growth as  an individual  

because we are s tar t ing not  to  jus t  create a  myth 

around what  we were doing but  to  real ly learn,  

learn,  learn,  learn from people,  f rom l iberat ion 

movements  that  had gone before.   You know, 

unfortunately,  the people who became influent ial  in  

our  own s t ruggle,  didn ' t  bother  going through al l  

that .  

MC: And some of  these books were banned books?  

AD: Ya,  many of  them were banned.   Many of  them were 

banned and that  only,  you know, added to  the 

at t ract ion.  

MC: So in  these groups,  I mean you used to  meet  in  a  

place that  was l ike you were hiding some of  the 

t ime?  

AD: It  was done qui te  openly but  you would photocopy 

the books beforehand.  Everybody received that  

reading and then somebody would lead the 

discussion for  that  week and -  wel l ,  I mean 

obviously i t  d idn ' t  have a profound effect  on 

everybody,  because some of  those guys now hold 

top posi t ions  in  government ,  and are implement ing 

pol icies  that  would probably make Lenin jump out  

of  his  grave and come and want  to ,  you know, ki l l  
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them, I presume.   So reading,  you know, i tsel f  lent  

Lenin i tsel f  to  radical ism but  certainly i t  gives  you 

an idea and a cr i t ique of  what  ex is ts  in  a  very 

powerful  way.  

MC: So can you tel l  us  maybe f ive of  your favouri te  

wri ters  at  that  t ime?  

AD: Of the t ime?  

MC: For now I'm just  deal ing with the '80s .  

AD: Leon Trotsky,  you know -  i t  was Isaac Dai tsha who 

wrote a  t r i logy of  Leon Trotsky's  l i fe  when i t  was -  

i t  was bri l l iant  and i t  was of  deep fascinat ion.   I 

a lso loved his  biography of  Stal in  because i t  taught  

me that  Stal in  was very mediocre,  he was a person 

in  the party,  he never  real ly gave publ ic  speeches ,  

he was looked down upon by the other  intel lectuals  

in  the movement ,  but  he unders tood power and he 

became general  secretary of  the party and so i t  

fascinated me that  a  lot  of  intel lectuals  don 't  

unders tand power.   They may have great  ideas  but  

they can never  implement  them because they don 't  

have power,  and then we used to  always tel l  the 

s tory from these books.   You know that  kind of  

overt ly pol i t ical  material  was -  and there are lessons 

to  be learned from i t ,  I presume,  were the important  

things.   You know, much later  in  my l i fe  I learned 

the value of  l i terature,  I read a lot  of  kind of  

theoret ical  works and later  learned how much there 

is  to  be learned from l i terature,  so i t  was around 

those -  and a fascinat ion over  the Russian 

Revolut ion.   I l iked a wri ter  cal led Tarek All ie  who 

wrote a  book cal led "Street  Fight ing years .”   It  was,  

you know, just  about  the '60s .   But  more than the 

wri ters ,  I think i t  was the pol i t ical  educat ion of  
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older  people and the way they were able to  develop 

a relat ionship with younger people.   I a lways 

remember a  guy cal led Marcus Solomon who was a 

Robben Is land prisoner  wi th Nevi l le  Alexander et  

al ,  and he said one day to  us ,  because we were 

discussing ideas ,  and he said,  you know, that  

Roosevel t ,  Eisenhower and Churchi l l  and Stal in  

were meet ing to  discuss  the end of  the Second 

World War and then Churchi l l  said ,  “But ,  you know, 

the Pope wants  to  be here,”  and then Stal in  turned 

around and said,  “How many t roops does  the Pope 

have,” and the lesson that  he was tel l ing us  was that  

no mat ter  how great  your ideas  are,  i f  you don 't  

have people who bel ieve in  those ideas  and prepared 

to  implement  them then they're  jus t  rubbish,  they're  

not  worth anything,  you know?   You've got  to  have 

t roops that  are able to  implement  things and so on.   

So there were more the lessons that  you learned 

later  in  l i fe  that  you grasp later ,  and you are able to  

use,  to  your own benefi t .   So the '80s  was an 

incredible,  incredible period in  the l ives  of  people 

who were act ivis ts ,  and that  i s  why the '90s  which 

we talk  about  were a t ragedy.    

MC: So can you sort  of  tel l  us  in  what  way  you think the 

Nat ional  Party decided to  unban the pol i t ical  

organisat ions  of  South Africa in  1990.  

AD: Well  clearly i t  was because of  the internal  

developments .   A lot  of  people say how the Soviet  

Union col lapsed,  the ANC was forced to  the 

negot iat ing table.   Ya,  I think those things played a 

part .   The ANC's  orientat ion was always never  a  

defeat  of  the apartheid government ,  i t  was always 

negot iat ion,  i t  was always to  have a nat ional  
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convent ion as  they cal led i t  in  the '60 's ,  and clearly 

the internal  mass  insurrect ion was impossible to  

deal  wi th in  the long term,  and so the ANC, being 

unbanned was a di rect  consequence of  the internal  

mobi l isat ion of  the emerging class  s t ruggle in  the 

country and i ts  vibrance and i t 's  res i l ience.   Before 

i t  would come in periods ,  you know, the '50s ,  55,  

56,  57,  peters  out ,  60,  61,  you know, 73,  74 up to  76 

i t  peters  out  again,  76,  80,  81.   But  the res is tance 

coming out  of  '84,  ‘85 went  into almost  unending 

cycles  and that  meant  that  the Nat ional  Party had to  

f ind a way out  and i ts  at tempts  at  col laborat ion and 

cooptat ion just  didn ' t  work around the t r i -cam and 

so on.   

MC: So can you tel l  us  -  but  before this  quest ion,  when 

did you go to  America?  

AD: I went  to  America at  the end of  '87,  and i f  I can 

remember correct ly,  ya,  '87,  and then I came to  

Univers i ty of  Durban Westvi l le  in  1989.   

MC: So you went  to  America to  s tudy?  

AD: Ya,  I went  on a Ful l  Bright  Scholarship and f inal ly 

f inished a PhD there,  but  I came back and I got  a  

post  in  Durban,  at  the Univers i ty of  Durban- 

Westvi l le  as  a  junior  lecturer ,  and obviously Durban 

is  a  completely new environment ,  I 'd  been away for  

13 years .   To come back to  Durban and the pol i t ics  

was different  of  the place.   Here,  i f  you happened to  

be born Indian,  then you must  be part  of  the Natal  

Indian Congress ,  i f  you want  to  be involved in  

pol i t ics ,  but  by now the Black Conscious Movement  

al l  evaporated,  and so on.   So that 's  what  i t  meant  in  

many senses .   One of  the kind of  fortuous things is  

i t  was exact ly the t ime whether  they debate whether  
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the NIC should ex is t  or  not ,  or  i t  was resurrect ing 

i ts  head,  and so I arr ived during that  period and 

al though being a very cr i t ical  person I was able to  

l ink up with old school  fr iends and so on who were 

in  the ANC and s tar ted to  get  involved again,  

pol i t ical ly.  

MC: If  we can go back for  a  minute?  You s tudied at  

Michigan Univers i ty you said?  

AD: Ya.  

MC: And your PhD was in  Sociology?  

AD: In Sociology,  on pol i t ical  violence.  

MC: Pol i t ical  violence,  oh that  was your -  your thesis  

was about  pol i t ical  violence?  

AD: Understanding pol i t ical  violence,  why i t  occurs  and 

because I s t i l l  thought  that ,  you know, there might  

be s t i l l  a  chance for  a  bi t  of  violence,  and so on,  in  

South Africa.  

MC: Pol i t ical  violence in  South Africa,  okay.  

AD: Or that  I can learn,  so that  I can arm myself  and I 

knew i t  wasn 't  going to  be uMkhonto weSizwe,  but  I 

thought  that  the lef t  that  I t r ied to  ident i fy myself  

wi th,  would be involved in  pol i t ical  violence to  

overthrow the apartheid regime so I was going to  

use a PhD thesis  to  real ly arm myself ,  l i teral ly and 

f igurat ively.   

MC: And then you came back to  Westvi l le  to  teach as  a  

junior  lecturer?  

AD: Junior  lecturer .  

MC: And this  was in  1989?  

AD: 1989.  

MC: And was Westvi l le  -  I mean according to  many 

people and I also bel ieve that  i s  one of  the 

univers i t ies  that  were at  the sort  of  forefront  of  the 
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s t ruggle,  so can you sort  of  describe the atmosphere 

at  the t ime in  1989?  

AD: Ya,  i t  was -  I mean i t 's  di ff icul t  to  say,  you know, 

there was a guy cal led Prof .  Greyl ing,  who was s t i l l  

the rector .   So a lot  of  the s t ruggles  there was to  

replace Greyl ing by what  was cal led a progressive 

rector  so that ,  you know, the campus bat t les  were 

very intense around those issues ,  and f inal ly,  you 

know, they got  a  Prof .  Reddy who became rector  on 

a popular  mandate.   I got  involved in  the union,  the 

Combined Staff  Associat ion as  i t  was cal led and ya,  

I remember a  guy cal led Kovin Naidoo who was the 

SRC president  I think when Prof .  Reddy came to  

power.   However,  some s t range things s tar ted to  

happen,  when I think back.   There was a t ime where 

the PAC -  some PAC guys in  the Transkei  were 

arres ted in  Umtata,  and we al l  decided to  go to  town 

to protest  this .   But  al ready some of  the ANC guys 

on the campus,  and this  was 1990,  I think,  1990/91,  

 were col laborat ing with the South African Pol ice 

because,  you know, the ANC had been unbanned and 

tel l ing them kind of  when we would march,  we did 

i t  qui te  openly,  we must  be very respectful ,  we 

mustn ' t  upset  the applecart ,  negot iat ions  are -  they 

were lecturing us  and then so we actual ly went  on 

that  march by t rying to  actual ly not  tel l  them 

everything.  So we went  on a march to  C.R.  Swart  

and there was a very big march.   Busses  went  from 

UDW and many of  us  weren ' t  even PAC members ,  

but  we thought  that  you can ' t  unban organisat ions  

and then s tar t  to  arres t  people,  and I was very badly 

beaten in  that  march,  in  front  of  al l  my s tudents .   It  

was funny in  a  way later ,  not  at  the t ime,  but  my 
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nose was broken -  by the pol ice and we were 

arres ted and in  the next  march the day that  we went  

to  appear  in  court ,  there were twice the number of  

people and -  but  al ready we were s tar t ing to  sense 

that  the ANC guys didn ' t  want  mass  s t ruggle on the 

campus,  there was a hesi tance,  you know, 

everything would be lef t  to  negot iat ions .   CODESA 

hadn't  s tar ted,  but  there was a sense that  we must  

show that  we have the abi l i ty to  govern.   You know 

abi l i ty to  govern means we must  act  responsibly and 

much of  our  orientat ion was to  use the period of  

opening by the Nat ional  Party to  broaden democracy 

and to  grab as  much as   we could as  power in  terms 

of  counci l  and senate and curr iculum changes and so 

on,  and so there was a contest  al ready that  was 

s tar t ing to  emerge and there was a lot  of  respect  

amongst  people,  at  the same t ime.  

MC: I had a chance of  meet ing one of  the s tudents  that  

you taught  back in  the '90s .  You taught  her  

Sociology,  in  fact ,  she used to  at tend your 

Sociology class .  So I decided to  ask her  about  you 

s ince I knew that  I was going to  get  a  chance to  

interview and she said that  your class  was so 

interest ing,  but  every t ime after  class  she would get  

very angry about  the social  injust ices .   She said that  

i t  was l ike -  I mean she 's  at tending a revolut ion 

class ,  you know?   I mean every t ime when she 

comes out  of  class  she would be angry about  social  

injust ices  and everything else,  so can you sort  of  

tel l  us  -  I mean your teaching s tyle,  you know?  

AD: Look i t  -  you know, this  is  the contradict ion of  

South Africa,  I presume.   Al l  of  us  wanted the UDW 

to be open to  as  many s tudents  as  possible,  but  the 
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univers i ty didn ' t  have the resources  so we'd end up 

in  classes  of  Sociology I,  having 970 s tudents  who'd 

be taught ,  at  one t ime.   The sad part  was that  we 

didn ' t  know the s tudents ,  personal ly.   So s tudents  

could come from Transkei ,  where Engl ish might  be 

their  thi rd language,  and they would fai l  the f i rs t  

t ime,  they would fai l  the second t ime,  and they'd  

fai l  because there wasn 't  a  personal  touch,  and yet  

I 'd  been spoi l t  a t  Rhodes,  we had smal l  classes .   So 

I think I was very sensi t ive to  knowing that  I was 

involved in  fraud,  because we were not  being able 

to  create a  cul ture of  learning,  you know?   And so I 

t r ied to  offset  that  be t ranslat ing i t  in to  sermons and 

speeches  and interest ing things that  had no 

curr iculum to i t ,  but  would t ry and make people see 

the poverty of  what  they were learning in  other  

classes .  I 'd  be qui te  open about  other  lecturers  

teaching rubbish,  you know, which would 

masquerade as  educat ion.   So in  psychology,  people 

are s t i l l  teaching that  you 'd  l ie  down on a couch and 

i f  somebody came and said I'm unemployed,  I can ' t  

look af ter  my family,  can you tel l  me what  shal l  I 

do?   And you know, this  whole theory is  the person 

speaks and you don 't  speak as  a  therapis t ,  and so on,  

and I used to  say to  people,  i f  you don 't  unders tand 

pol i t ical  economy,  how can you help that  man when 

he 's  los ing his  job because of  apartheid,  because of  

racism,  because of  global isat ion.   So you can ' t  

actual ly help that  man,  because you 'l l  have to  ask 

him,  ‘were you abused by your mother  that  you can ' t  

work?’   You know, al l  this  crap that  they were being 

taught  and f i l led in  their  heads or  his tory was the 

accumulat ion of  facts ,  you know, that 's  what  they 
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were taught ,  at  Durban-Westvi l le ,  in  the 1990’s ,  

because the SRC and so on,  weren ' t  worried about  

curr iculum, they were worried about  how many 

people they can put  in  a  counci l  and senate so that  

they can have power,  but  the actual  things that  were 

being taught  in  the class ,  you know?   So we do fun 

things l ike how you and I can watch the same 

incidents ,  so you and I can s i t  in  -  watching on a 

hi l l  as  Blood River  unfolds ,  and you and I can go 

back and wri te  di fferent  s tories .   We watched the 

same thing.   You know, you can wri te  a  s tory about  

how the boers  came into somebody else 's  land,  they 

didn ' t  ask for  permission,  they were asked to  leave,  

they didn ' t  go,  there weren ' t  High Courts ,  and what  

do you do when somebody is  going to  come take 

your house?   You chase them away,  you know?   I 

can wri te  this ,  the barbarous nat ives  or  the Zulus  

have a penchant  for  blood-thirs t iness  and being 

ki l lers ,  came up the hi l l  and ki l led these poor 

bel ievers  of  the Bible,  you know?   So we should 

have those kinds of  classes .   You're r ight ,  i t  was a 

beaut i ful  t ime,  s tudents  would wri te  di fferent  

interpretat ions  and things and they'd  unders tand.   In  

physiology they were s t i l l  teaching people,  you 

know, that  a  balanced breakfast  i s  orange juice and 

r ice cr ispies .   But  people coming from, you know, 

places  where people have no food,  and I was just  

wondering whether  the braves  of  Shaka who ki l led 

the Bri t ish,  and whether  even the Bri t ish were 

eat ing oranges and r ice cr ispies ,  they were l iving 

off  the land,  you know?   So there wasn 't  an at tempt ,  

they were just  taking tex t  books that  were American 

and teaching people,  and i t  s t i l l  happens.   The 
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Optometry department  spends more t ime tel l ing 

people how you can have coloured contact  lenses ,  

when most  of  our  fucking people can ' t  even get  a  

pair  of  specs .  You know, the orientat ion of  the 

educat ion.   So that 's  what  we're  deal ing with 

because we had a bel ief  that  the ANC came into 

power for  al l  our  cr i t ics ,  that  this  would be the 

orientat ion,  that  the orientat ion would be we'd get  

an educat ion of  real  sorts ,  that  would be cr i t ical ,  

you know, and so on.   So ya,  so i t  was a t ime -  i t  

was t ime of  great  opt imism, I presume,  you know?   

We do fun things l ike,  you know, in  social  work we 

s t i l l  teach,  you know, populat ion,  and we're  want ing 

to  teach the s tudents .   They would say the most  

over-populated places  in  the world are Kenya,  

Brazi l ,  you know, and so on.   But  that 's  l ies ,  of  

course.   You know, the most  overpopulated places  

in  the world are actual ly England and Netherlands.   

When you t ravel  from Durban to  Transkei ,  what  do 

you see?   You know, you see land,  isn ' t  i t?  You 

t ravel  from Birmingham to London and what  wi l l  

you see,  you 'l l  see a  lot  of  people.   It 's  about  

resources ,  i t 's  about  power.   If  you take 80% the 

people and put  them on 13% of the land they' l l  l ive 

l ike sardines  in  Inanda,  but  the consequences  of  that  

kind of  educat ion,  i sn ' t  i t ,  i s  that  people go out  and 

say we'l l  ins t i tute pol icies  because we have 

cert i f icates .   So a social  worker  gets  taught  that  

South Africa is  overpopulated therefore we must  

give the nat ives  condoms because they fornicate too 

much.   So i t  becomes real ,  in  i t s  consequences ,  the 

things that  you learn.   So ya,  that 's  the kinds of  

things we were enjoying,  rather  than learning as  an 
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end product .   So f inal ly even the head of  

department ,  by the t ime I was f inishing there,  I 

don 't  th ink I even taught  for  two years  there.   

They'd  pay me,  but  I wasn 't  teaching because they 

didn ' t  th ink that  was knowledge.   I expect  i t 's  s t i l l  a  

debate.  

MC: And,  in  fact ,  one of  the s tudents  that  I also asked 

about  you said that  you used to  be involved in ,  when 

maybe these s tudents  have a problem or something,  

and i f  there 's  a  match,  you used to  part icipate in  

those matches ,  you were not  t rying to  be only an 

academic,  you used to  be in  those -  can you tel l  us  

about  that?  

AD: Ya,  look I mean these are big quest ions  I expect  at  

one level ,  you know, that  I think the chal lenge is ,  i s  

to  part icipate and support  s tudent  s t ruggles ,  but  not  

to  dominate or  dictate  those s t ruggles ,  and that 's  

how I defend myself .  You know, we always see the 

management  and so on and other  lecturers  who were 

against  that  but  I feel  i f  the s tudents  are marching 

because a s tudent  got  excluded because they 

couldn 't  pay fees ,  and you know, that  s tudent  

couldn 't  pay the fees  or  the parents  couldn 't  pay i t ,  

how can we lecture,  not  part icipate and support  

that?   So -  and i t  was beaut i ful  that  the s tudents  

al lowed us  to  part icipate,  you know, and ya,  so 

many,  many of  them.  Many of  the lecturers  

part icipated because they unders tood that  at  UDW, 

you couldn 't  jus t  be a  lecturer ,  you had to  be an 

ambulance driver ,  social  worker ,  unders tanding of  

people 's  problems and the divers i ty.   We wanted the 

poorest  of  the poor to  come to  univers i ty,  but  we 

didn ' t  want  to  then take on board the fact  that  they 
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also come with baggage of  poverty so i t  was a very -  

UDW nearly,  nearly overcame the yoke of  i t s  past ,  I 

th ink.   But  I think what  happened was,  the rector  

s tar ted a good t rend,  this  Prof .  Reddy guy,  but  then 

he became beholden to  favouri tes  and power 

wielding and al l  this  crap that  goes  with power 

happened,  you know?   And so the dream was 

s tar t ing to  kind of  fray at  the edges,  as  i t  were.  

MC: And why were you sort  of  suspended from UDW? 

AD: Ya,  the univers i ty f inal ly -  there was a lot  of  t rouble 

around admissions,  s tudent  mobi l isat ion,  s taff  

mobi l isat ions  around ret renched because there was 

privat isat ion of  services .   But  things reached a head 

when Prof .  Reddy lef t ,  and they advert ised the post .  

 It  was very interest ing.   They advert ised the post  

for  rector .   There were a few candidates  and f inal ly 

the select ion commit tee -  I think there were f i f teen 

people on the select ion commit tee.   This  counci l  set  

up a select ion commit tee consis t ing of  diverse 

const i tuencies .   Out  of  the f i f teen people,  fourteen 

voted for  a  guy cal led Prof .  Ntumaleng Mosala.   I 

wasn 't  on the select ion commit tee.   So SRC, 

SASCO, COMSA, Counci l ,  Senate and so on,  and 

they voted.   However,  immediately they voted for  

this  guy to  be the rector ,  who appeared to  be the 

best  candidate from the candidates  there,  at  the 

t ime,  when he won the vote,  the counci l  members  

approached the union informal ly to  say we can ' t  

a l low this  guy to  be the rector  because he 's  not  an 

ANC guy and even a guy cal led Tami Msi leko who 

came down from the Nat ional  Minis t ry,  I think he 

was the Deputy Director  General ,  came to  a  meet ing 

with Praveen Gordhan and a few other  people to  
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convince us  that  we should change our vote.  We 

weren 't  on the select ion,  but  they wanted to  

convince the whole -  i t  was openly held with us  and 

we said that  the two reps ,  who were two very senior  

academics  who represented the union.   They have 

told us  that  they may a by far  from being radical  but  

that  this  guy was the best  candidate,  and so 

basical ly we told them to fuck off ,  we're  not  

prepared to  be -  this  is  undemocrat ic .  When i t  went  

to  the counci l  the counci l  rejected the candidacy of  

Ntumaleng Mosala,  and we went  off  our  heads and 

we protested,  we marched and then f inal ly a  

commission of  enquiry was held.   By this  t ime we 

had al ienated al l  the ANC guys,  these luminaries ,  

Kovin Naidoo and al l  these characters  who are l ike -  

they're  snivel lers ,  you know, they're  in  awe of  

power,  they’re not  principled.   There 's  something 

about  going through an educat ion at  UDW, being in  

the NIC,  or  something that  real ly creates  a  s ickness  

around individuals .   I don 't  know, but  anyway they 

hated us ,  the ANC guys by now, because we were 

support ing a BC guy.   We want  Black Consciousness  

guys,  we didn ' t  even know this  guy was a Black 

Consciousness  guy.   We were support ing the 

principle of  the fact  that  i f  somebody comes to  a  

select ion commit tee,  they get  the vote,  then they 

must  become rector  and the counci l  can ' t  d ictate  in  

an undemocrat ic  way,   because that  was a counci l  

sub-commit tee that  voted.  So a commission of  

enquiry was set  up which consis ted of  Linda Zama,  

some white guy from Jo 'burg,  I forget  what  his  name 

is  and Jerry Coovadia.   We misread the s i tuat ion 

completely,  we refused to  part icipate in  the 



 37 

commission and commissions don 't  consis t  of  cross-

examinat ions ,  you can go and say anything there.   

The long and the short  of  i t  was that ,  they found 

l i teral ly one person [ responsible] .   They suspended 

a few others ,  but  they l i teral ly found one person,  

that 's  me,  responsible for  al l  the mayhem, and al l  

the shi t ,  and al l  the t rouble that  took place,  and we 

s tood our ground,  and said we s t i l l  s tand by the 

principle of  t ransparency and openness  and 

democracy.   Subsequent ly,  i t  turns  out  that  by now 

the Kovin Naidoos and Ani l  Bhagwanjees  and so on,  

had al ready made common cause with the ANC in 

going to  get  this  Prof .  Ramashala to  come in ,  you 

know, via Thabo Mbeki  -  I don 't  know how al l  this  

pol i t ics  plays  i tsel f  out ,  but  I 'm so glad for  a  whi le  

she turned on him,  you know, because that 's  not  a  

univers i ty any more.   It 's  crap.   It 's  not  a  univers i ty.  

Even during the worst  days of  apartheid a s tudent  

wasn 't  murdered there.   I mean i t 's  worse than 

animal  farm.  You know, they ki l led a s tudent ,  then 

they go and lay a plaque to  commemorate that  

s tudent .  Who cal led the pol ice onto that  campus?   

Why did Mako Bakobani  die,  and so on.   There 's  no 

debate.  It 's  an erosion of  academic freedom, and so 

on.   But  -  so that 's  how I got  suspended.   The 

charges  were incredible,  I think I was in  that  case,  

forever .   I was nearly bankrupt  and then the deal  

was made where I'd  leave,  you know, I'd  leave,  

charges  were dropped,  and for  me,  i t  was part  of  

his tory.   You f ight  your bat t les .   I th ink we were 

r ight  about  the way we fought  and about  democracy 

and freedom and the importance of  the integri ty of  

select ion commit tees  and how people are appointed 
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and that  we shouldn 't  have pol i t ical  appointments  at  

univers i t ies .   But  we lost ,  and when you lose,  there 

are prices  to  be paid.  

MC: And how did you col leagues respond to  your 

suspension?  

AD: Many -  the workers ,  the workers  in  their  hundreds,  

were incredibly support ive.  They supported me 

f inancial ly,  my case,  I s t i l l  have a beaut i ful ,  

wonderful  relat ionship with them. Many of  the 

academics  also supported me and many didn 't .   

Many came to  my case and gave evidence against  

me,  when many came to  the commission.   They fel t  

that  the behaviour of  a  Doctor  of  Sociology was not  

col legiate.  In  fact  they asked a haunt ing quest ion of  

 Dr.  Angena Parekh,  whom I never  saw in al l  these 

s t ruggles  that  we part icipated in .   "What  do you 

think i f  they asked Dr Desai  to  come back to  the 

campus?"  She said,  "under no ci rcumstances  must  

he be al lowed to  come back to  the campus."  This  is  

the nature of  academic freedom. What  is  interest ing 

about  the case is  that  the commission via the case 

was forced to  reveal  the work they had done and 

there was one -  they had,  I think,  forty volumes of  

evidence,  but  there was one volume that  [ they]  

won't  reveal  for  securi ty reasons,  and in  that  

volume,  that  we f inal ly forced them to give us ,  they 

were tai l ing me 24 hours  a  day,  they were tapping 

my phone,  they were using al l  the measures  the 

boere had used in  order  to  t ry and f ind something 

which they didn ' t  f ind about  whatever  we were 

supposed to  be involved in .   One person,  the only 

person that  came out  wi th some integri ty,  i ronical ly,  

out  of  al l  that ,  was somebody who was in  there in  
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NIA, Nat ional  Intel l igence Agency,  Moe Sheik who 

in  that  thing,  in  the –  he and I  never  got  on 

pol i t ical ly,  as  one could imagine,  but  in  the 

evidence,  i t  came out  that  when he was asked to  

come and give evidence against  me at  the 

commission he decl ined on the basis  that  we might  

not  be fr iends but  he respects  my own integri ty and 

so on.   So one mustn ' t  paint  everybody with the 

same brush.   Others ,  jus t  by being quiet  and not  

protes t ing my suspension,  I expect  were happy to  

see me go because i t  was uncomfortable,  you know 

to have to  deal  a  recalci t rant  individual  who was 

chal lenging you about  your own dupl ici ty,  in  the 

way you conduct  yourself .  

MC: And when did you s tar t  wri t ing ar t icles ,  newspaper 

ar t icles?  

AD: Soon after  that ,  I mean after  I lef t ,  I had no job and 

I had a lot  to  say,  and in  a  way i t  was fortuous 

because in  the univers i ty you f ight  s tupid psycho-

dramas,  you know, about  s tupid bat t les  down 

corr idors ,  you know, over  meaningless  things about  

who parked in  whose place and whose cup was used 

and you know, wonderful  things l ike that ,  and you 

become a big person in  a  smal l  environment ,  and so 

being thrown out ,  I grew more pol i t ical ly in  the las t  

three or  four  years  than I had in  the whole twenty 

years  prior  to  that  because I was out  there,  s tar ted 

wri t ing,  and I was going to  communit ies  whom I'd  

wri t ten about .   Now I was there,  I was l is tening to  

people and I was learning,  I was learning.   People 

were teaching me things and l ike,  s ince this  topic is  

about  Indian South Africans,  I went  to  Chatsworth 

thinking these must  be a bunch of  racis ts ,  they 
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ei ther  don 't  vote or  they vote for  the D.A.  or  the 

Minori ty Front ,  or  what 's  wrong with these people?   

I ' l l  teach them a lesson.  I know bet ter .   And then I 

went  there,  I saw poor people,  s ingle women who 

were 52 but  they looked 70,  who had worked in  

clothing and tex t i le  factories  al l  their  l ives  and now 

they had no jobs  because the tar i ff  barr iers  of  this  

government  -  the government  had brought  on tar i ff  

barr iers ,  30,000 jobs  were lost  s ince 1994,  in  this  

town,  where many women found jobs .   They couldn 't  

work,  they were too old to  get  work anywhere else,  

they had two or  three chi ldren.   During the t ime 

when they had jobs  they had the guts  to  kick their  

husbands out ,  they weren 't  get t ing any maintenance,  

and now they were being evicted from their  houses  

and their  water  and l ights  had been cut .   How did 

they view this?   Was this  new?   Was this  great  for  

them in South Africa?   There was nothing new for  

them, i t  was hardship and they were responding -  as  

one lady told me and I wrote in  my book,  she said "I 

am 53,  I have sewed over  9 ,000 tee-shir ts  wi th my 

hands,  but  I don 't  have a tee-shir t  for  my chi ld".   

And that  made me think that  they were responding 

to  their  marginal isat ion.   Where were the ANC 

cadres  from the ANC branch in  Chatsworth?  They 

never  even vis i ted that  area,  and in  fact  what  has  

happened in  the new South Africa,  the t ragedy is  

that  in  some places  of  Chatsworth which are non-

racial ,  th i r ty percent  of  people happen to  be 

African,  the ANC doesn ' t  run candidates  for  local  

government  elect ions .   If  you want  to  vote you must  

vote for  the Minori ty Front .   What  happens to  the 

Africans?   What  happens to  people l iving close by,  



 41 

where do they vote,  and then people say,  ‘oh,  people 

aren ' t  vot ing for  the ANC, they must  al l  be  

react ionaries . ’   So I s tar ted to  learn from the inside 

out  about  why that  aunt ie  can never  be a racis t  

because she had no power,  but  she had a racial  

consciousness  that  l i fe  wasn 't  good for  her ,  and I 

learnt  about  the dis tance between these guys who 

had their  C.V.s  of  s t ruggle.   In  fact  many of  the 

guys who were tel l ing people to  boycot t  rent ,  this  is  

a  very important  point .   Many of  the people from 

the Durban Housing Act ion Commit tee (DHAC) who 

asked people from those areas  to  boycot t  rent  and 

these people had accumulated arrears  were now 

si t t ing in  the Ci ty Counci l  and evict ing people 

because they had rental  arrears .   Vidhu Vedalanka,  

for  example,  she was one of  the high-ranking 

members  of  the Durban Housing Act ion Commit tee,  

was part  of  the bureaucracy in  the Ci ty Counci l ,  

who was evict ing those very poor people that  they 

had put  out  pamphlets  saying boycot t  because these 

are apartheid rents ,  the rents  are too high in  

Chatsworth,  the apartheid government  must  put  you 

there.   What  was the logic of  that?   When apartheid 

was over  the rents  would come down but  lo  and 

behold,  the rents  increased by 23 percent .   This  is  

the t ruth of  the new South Africa and so those 

people,  they had an ambivalence,  they had an 

al ienat ion from pol i t icians .  They thought  pol i t icians  

were l iars  and who are we to  discount  that?  The 

very people who they ident i f ied as  heroes  were part  

of  pol icies  that  were hurt ing them. 

MC: If  I may interrupt  you?   What  did you think of  the 

RDP?  
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AD: The RDP had,  in  essence,  a  good phi losophy that  

people would get  involved in  developing ideas  and 

demands and programmes.  That  was the powerful  

nature,  you know?   And I think many people from 

the univers i ty,  l ike yourself ,  won't  know these 

things,  that  for  example,  the semblance -  the only 

semblance of  when communit ies  bui ld  houses ,  are 

i ronical ly,  when J immy Carter  comes here.   That 's  -  

you know what  happens now?   When they want  to  

bui ld  a  township?   They get  a  private contractor ,  

r ight ,  who comes in  a  bui lds  the houses .   They bui ld  

the houses  in  a  most  decrepi t  way because they want  

the money.  They get  their  money.  People have 

moved in ,  they take a mortgage from a bank.   They 

move in .   They pay somet imes up to  R600 for  the 

mortgage,  but  your pension is  R540 a month,  so you 

can ' t  meet  the mortgage.   Do you know what  the 

bank does?   The bank takes  your house away.   You 

know, so i t 's  a  poison chal ice.  It 's  not  about  

communit ies ,  bui lding the houses  themselves ,  

get t ing the materials  and bui lding their  houses  and 

that  kind of  thing.  No,  i t 's  a  top down approach 

from private accumulat ion of  a  few people,  you 

know?   So the RDP, ya.   You know, one day 

somebody asked Gandhi  what  does  he think about  

Western civi l isat ion and he said,  ‘ i t 's  a  good idea,’  

meaning that  i t 's  a  good idea because i t 's  never  been 

a real i ty.  Al though RDP is  a  fucking good idea,  i t 's  

never  met  real i ty.  You know the RDP off ice has  

been closed down,  I don 't  know why people even 

raise i t ,  you know, i t 's  things l ike -  I s t i l l  go to  

ral l ies  and the ANC talk about  the Freedom Charter .  

 I mean real ly,  you know?   I mean where does  i t  
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exis t ,  I mean i t 's  gone,  i t 's  over  and so my feel ing 

about  what  is  going on in  South Africa,  this  is  the 

danger,  at  one level .   The danger that  we face in  the 

next  few years  and i t 's  going to  happen,  and the 

midwives  of  this  are many of  the people that  you 

probably interviewed,  i ronical ly,  because they keep 

quiet  or  they go along.  There are two s t rands of  

pol i t ics  in  South Africa.   The apartheid kind of  

s t rand that  was bui l t  on people fol lowing orders .   

White people,  fol lowing orders .   They had bosses  

and the people went  to  the army and there was a lot  

of  that  kind of  thing.   Kragdadigheid also appl ied in  

the -  people fol lowed.  Boere fol lowed the orders ,  

you know?   If  you 're  a  general ,  we fol low the order ,  

kind of  thing.   So there was that  kind of  thing and 

then the ex i le  mental i t ies  are the same,  people 

fol lowed orders  because -  and i f  you quest ioned,  

you could be a State agent  and you mustn ' t  -  i t  had 

some of  i t s  own logic.   So people were fol lowers  of  

orders  also.   These two s t rands are uni ted in  the 

new South Africa,  that 's  why the NP and the ANC 

and I mean i t 's  not  unusual ,  i f  you go to  a  

demonstrat ion l ike in  Jo 'burg where I was,  the whi te 

Boere pol ice and the whi te NIA are fol lowing the 

orders  of  black pol i t icians  to  the hi l t ,  and so the 

danger in  our  country is  that  t rue authori tar ian 

s t rands have made common cause and are in  power 

in  South Africa and so the t rajectory that  could 

unfold in  South Africa is  increased authori tar ianism 

and erosion of  democracy,  an idea of  "we know best  

and we shal l  impose i t  f rom the top" and so that  and 

secondly,  clearly,  we set  ourselves  a  t rajectory of  

economic pol icy that  can ' t  work.   It  can ' t  work 
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s imply because Argent ina did i t  and Brazi l  did i t ,  

you know, this  kind of  new l iberal  out look.  

MC: You mean the GEAR pol icy?  

AD: Ya,  you know, i t  jus t  can ' t  -  i t  can ' t  work,  i t  wi l l  

never  del iver .   It  wi l l  del iver  to  the few but  i t  jus t  

at  the bot tom, you know, forty percent  of  the poorer  

South Africans have got  poorer  s t i l l .   There is  no 

welfare,  the chi ld  maintenance grant  has  been cut  in  

half .   We have in  certain  areas ,  they say 

unemployment  is  about  38% in the country.   So in  

certain  Black areas  the unemployment  is  over  70%  

You know, so what 's  the use of  having Spaza shops 

or  informal  development .   So we're  in  t rouble.   

We're in  deep t rouble,  and that  i s  why you 're  going 

to  f ind that  the way the South African government  is  

going to  respond to  that  t rouble is  to  use force and 

repression,  you know?   People keep saying why do 

we need the arms?   Which country are we going to  

f ight?   Of course we need the fucking arms,  because 

we're  going to  f ight  our  own fucking people.   You 

know, there are two nat ions  here,  you 've just  got  i t  

wrong.  He says  there 's  two nat ions ,  Mbeki ,  one 

Black and one White.   There 's  two nat ions ,  one r ich 

and one poor,  and I wonder which s ide he s tands on,  

you know?   I mean Jesus ,  he can ' t  say one White 

and one -  you know, one r ich and one poor,  because 

he represents ,  and the ANC represents  that  s ide 

which is  r ich and they're  creat ing boundaries  

between the r ich and the poor.  

MC: And what  do you think of  the NEPAD? 

AD: It 's  GEAR for  Africa.   South Africa acts  as  some 

Imperial is t  power in  Africa.   If  you go anywhere in  

Africa,  you 'l l  see South African Breweries ,  
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Spoornet .  We are buying up Africa,  we are the 

condui t  for  imperial  capi tal .   We're not  l iberators  

for  Africa,  we are regarded with deris ion and 

disrespect  in  Africa.   So NEPAD, what 's  good 

governance?   You know, what  the fuck is  good 

governance?   During the SAMWU str ike,  okay?   The 

workers  were asking for  a  basic wage of  R2,200,  

r ight?   What  is  the wage of  the Municipal  Manager 

in  Durban,  Dr Mike Sutcl i ffe ,  leading ANC 

member?   What 's  his  wage?   What  is  his  wage?   

R800 000 plus  a  R500 000 bonus.  That  is  R1.3 

mil l ion,  okay?   They say s ince 19 -  from between 

1996 and 1998,  the l i fe  expectancy of  South 

Africans has  gone from 63 to  53.   Let 's  work out  the 

ar i thmat ic and look at  today.   Say you s tar t  work at  

18 years  old.   Do you know that  the ordinary 

worker ,  R2 000 a month,  a  SAMWU worker  wi l l  

never  earn,  in  a  l i fet ime,  what  Mike Sutcl i ffe  earns  

in  one year .   Never in  a  fucking l i fet ime,  and he 

goes  to  the newspapers  and talks  about  law and 

order?   That 's  he is  going to  inst i tute law and order?  

So,  you know, the idea that  al l  levels  in  society,  the 

schism between r ich and poor is  escalat ing al l  the 

t ime and the language that  the new rulers  have used 

is  the language of  apartheid,  to  jus t i fy their  act ions .  

MC: And what  do you think about  global isat ion?  

AD: Global isat ion in  i t sel f  i s  not  a  bad thing,  the idea 

that  the world gets  closer  and unders tands each 

other ,  and there 's  beauty in  that ,  there 's  a  beauty in  

us  not  being dis tant  from each other .   But  of  course,  

there 's  global isat ion of  capi tal .   Capi tal  must  go 

anywhere,  i t  must  move into your country and move 

out .   But  people can ' t  move anywhere,  i t 's  a  
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part icular  form of  global isat ion that  people are 

react ing,  i t 's  a  mythology that  people are against  

global isat ion because we want  to  l ive in  our  l i t t le  

vi l lage.   Bul lshi t .   We're against  a  part icular  form 

and that 's  why a lot  of  most  hi lar ious  things that  has  

taken place in  South Africa,  they had a commission 

into why the Rand fel l .   I mean i t 's  r idiculous.   We 

know that  big capi tal  puts  their  money in  the 

country and Mandela gets  gout  and they take the 

money out .  There 's  no substant ial  investment  as  a  

factory,  you know, that  you have to  now -  or  you 

don 't  come into a country with big bags of  money,  

you just  press  a  but ton and you take your money 

out .   That 's  why the Rand fal ls  but  you know what  

the reason the Rand fel l?   What  the commission 

didn ' t  come up with?   And you know what  the 

commission cost?   13 mil l ion rand.   The commission 

cost  R13 mil l ion.   When the big capi tal  went ,  the 

South African Government  said we need to  drop the 

tar i ff  barr iers  of  f inance because,  you know, big 

capi tal  can come into the country.   So they dropped 

the f inancial  barr iers .  What  happened?   The biggest  

South African companies  did what?   They lef t  and 

they rel is ted in  the London and New York Stock 

Exchanges,  South African Breweries ,  Bi l l i ten,  and 

so on and so on.   But  the clever  part  i s  that  those 

people who are shareholders  in  that  company get  

paid their  dividends in  pounds,  in  England.   So at  a  

part icular  period in  our  country the Rand wil l  

always fal l  because money is  f lowing out  of  the 

country and everybody thought  about  that  as  a  

loophole and nei ther  did the commission come up 

with that  as  an answer.   So,  you know, Mbeki  
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doesn 't  unders tand global isat ion clearly,  or  i t 's  

serving his  interests ,  c lass  interests  of  bui lding an 

el i te  in  the country,  because he can never  del iver .   

So i t 's  never  going to  t r ickle down to the poorest  of  

the poor.   So we face t rouble and that 's  the sad 

thing.   We face disaster ,  not  because we want  to  be 

pessimists ,  we face disaster  i f  the ANC is  s t i l l  in  

power and as  untrammeled power because there ' l l  be 

more unemployment ,  more poverty and the form of  

the response to  that  poverty and so on might  be 

more violence,  more cr ime and therefore more 

prisons.   It  won't  be l ike that  we need to  deal  wi th 

those things by greater  and fundamental  

redis t r ibut ion of  the weal th ,  we're  a  r ich country,  

but  we're  not  doing redis t r ibut ion,  and therefore,  i t  

seems that  the only jobs  we are creat ing -  when las t  

did we open a manufacturing factory in  this  country 

that  pays good wages?   The only thing we have 

comparat ive advantage is  Kreepy Krawleys,  not  

those things in  parl iament ,  but  l i teral ly those things 

in  swimming pools .   So that 's  the only thing we 

have comparat ive advantage in  and so people -  so 

the only places  where there 's  manufacturing are 

those horr ible factories  in  Newcast le  where,  you 

know, women get  locked in ,  you know, for  24 hours ,  

and so on and so at  the level  of  job creat ion,  we are 

fal l ing and fal l ing and fal l ing.   So those are the 

dangers  when we look down the l ine.  

MC: And when I was doing this  research about  you,  

something interest ing happened.  I was using the 

Google search engine,  and when  I typed Ashwin 

Desai  -  Biography or  Ashwin Desai  -  Books and 

then I got  informat ion.   I was get t ing informat ion,  I 
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was print ing informat ion but  then because I had 

some people,  especial ly before the Sustainable 

Development  Summit ,  I mean I've heard some 

people,  when we were talking about ,  you know, 

powerful  people,  then ment ioning that  there 's  a  

possibi l i ty that  you might  be an anarchis t .   So I type 

Ashwin Desai  -  Anarchis t  and then l ike a  l i s t  of  

things came up.   So I want  to  know if  people are 

cal l ing you an anarchis t ,  do you support  that  

ideology,  somehow? 

AD: Look,  you know, these are but  labels .   I don 't  know 

anything about  anarchis ts ,  but  I know about  

anarchy,  and I know that  the ANC is  an anarchis t  

movement .   If  anarchis t  means anarchy i t ’s  because 

they're  creat ing mayhem in this  country.   They are 

creat ing unemployment ,  they're  not  giving Aids  

drugs to  people,  they're  cut t ing off  people 's  water  so 

they're  creat ing cholera.   So there they're  anarchis ts ,  

we're  the ones  who want  -  we want  people to  have 

l i fe ,  we want  people to  have beauty,  we want  people 

to  -  i f  that 's  anarchy then they can label  people,  you 

know, so this  is  the label  that  people throw at  each 

other ,  you know?   I have no label ,  I 'm not  beholden 

to  a  part icular  and pecul iar  ideology,  but  am 

beholden to  just ice,  fai rness ,  equi ty.  These are 

things that  people knew in the '80s ,  they're  not  new 

things,  and so ya,  these are jus t  labels ,  I mean 

they're  jus t  bul lshi t ,  they're  jus t  things we throw at  

each other  because we don 't  want  to  debate wi th 

each other .  

MC: Okay,  I read an ar t icle  wri t ten by Prof .  Pi l lay,  

pol i t ical  phi losophy lecturer ,  the t i t le  of  the ar t icle  

is  "Raging against  the Evi l  Empire”,  and he 
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mentioned your name amongst  the people who 

marched against  the pharmaceut ical  companies  for  

Aids  drugs in  the year  2001.   Are you sort  of  also 

very involved in  that?  

AD: I'm not  very involved,  but  I think,  what  has  

happened to  the present  day act ivis ts  was before you 

were l ike against  racism,  against  apartheid 

government ,  I think people are much more humble,  

they get  involved in  diverse issues  and so clearly,  

you know, the non-provis ion of  Aids  drugs is  a  vi tal  

and fundamental  i ssue and you get  involved in  i t .   

You might  be a leader  and you might  not  unders tand 

the issues  completely but  you know i t 's  an issue 

around human r ights .   So ya,  I 'm not  -  i t 's  not  a  

major  part  of  my act ivi ty,  ya.  

MC: In what  year  did you publ ish your f i rs t  book?  

AD: 19 -  I think '96.  

MC: '96?  

AD: Yes.  

MC: The one about  Apartheid and the Indian from 1960 

to  1995?  

AD: It  was a cr i t ique of  Mandela.  

MC: Okay.  

AD: Which was obviously too early in  t ime,  those people 

are laughing at  me but  I think now his tory reveals  

him as  a  man with clay feet .   Clearly,  you know, 

he 's  a  moral  leader  but  he is  clearly at  the level  of  

economic pol icy and pol i t ical  moral i ty,  want ing.   I 

mean the other  day I saw him kiss ing Shimon Perez '  

cheeks.   I mean this  man is  a  -  Shimon Perez  is  the 

cheap l ips t ick on Arial  Sharon 's  face.   He's  a  

murderer ,  Arial  Sharon.   Shimon Perez  is  a  

murderer .   I mean who -  what  kind of  man,  you 
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know, Mandela gave the Award of  Good Hope to  

Suharto,  who was toppled and is  now, you know, as  

a  murderous,  corrupt  leader  in  Indonesia.   So I think 

ya,  there are great  things to  Mandela but  clearly his  

idea even about  race relat ions ,  you know, when he 

put  on the number 6 jersey during the Rugby World 

Cup and voi la ,  we are one nat ion.   Do you know 

what  I mean?   He had a very fuzzy at t i tude and 

approach to  things which we are paying the price 

for .   You know, one of  the interest ing things and 

diabol ical  things Mandela said over  the las t  couple 

of  months ,  he said -  you know this  guy from the 

[Treatment  Act ion Campaign]  TAC, Zackie Achmat?  

 He said he 's  going to  speak to  Thabo Mbeki  about  

Zackie Achmat ,  because Zackie Achmat  is  a  loyal  

member of  the ANC, and mustn ' t  be al lowed to  die,  

or  whatever  and I was just  thinking,  saying i f  

Zackie Achmat  is  a  member of  the PAC, i t 's  okay 

for  him to die.   You know, i f  Zackie Achmat  is  a  

member of  the D.A.  was i t  okay for  him to die,  you 

know?   And so deep in  the '60s  Nat ional is t  leaders  

also he 's  a  great  kind of  authori tar ian s t reak,  you 

know, which i t 's  almost  l ike Mbeki  was able to  pick 

up and run with,  you know, and then that 's  the 

danger,  you know, of  the country,  that  Mandela did 

put  in  place some good things but  he also put  in  

place some pol icies  that  we're  going to  have to  deal  

wi th and I suspect  that  his tory might  jus t  judge him 

very harshly.   But  nobody l iked the book,  I mean 

nobody bought  i t  or  sold i t .  

MC: In the f i rs t  pages  of  your book,  "Apartheid and the 

Indian,  1960 to  1995".   So,  I want  about  to  ask you 

about  the f i rs t  few pages.   You tel l  a  s tory of  a  
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woman,  I think,  who was an indentured -  one of  the 

indentured labourers .   Her name is  Rutania Mungi?  

AD: You know your research work! 

MC: So can you tel l  us  something about  your feel ing 

about ,  you know, indentured labourers ,  and the 

his tory of  indentured labourers  and you know, what  

inspired you to  wri te  that  book?  Is  there a  

comparison between now and then?  

AD: Well ,  one of  the things when I was wri t ing the book 

was that  I real ised that  when the his tory of  Indians  

is  told here in  South Africa,  the i rony of  the his tory 

of  the Indians  is  told,  i s  that  i t  i s  always told 

through the eyes  of  the privi leged,  even i f  they were 

radical .  You know, in  other  words that  in  the 1946 

passive res is tance,  out  of  the 1400 people who were 

arres ted about  1370 were workers  or  unemployed 

and about  400 and some odd were women,  r ight?   

Do you know that  people can only name three or  

four  people that  passive res is ters ,  al l  happened to  be 

medical  doctors?   They can ' t  actual ly name other  

people,  so i t  was Dr.  Monty Naicker ,  Dr.  Dadoo and 

Dr.  Goonam, you know, and so i t 's  a  s tory that  i s  

told through our his tory,  so a  part  of  the project  that  

I didn ' t  complete was to  recover the voice of  the 

poorest  people,  always told through Gandhi  who 

after  al l  when he was thrown off  the t rain ,  was 

t ravel l ing f i rs t  class ,  you know, which says  

something about  his  own class  posi t ion,   a t  the t ime.  

So I want  to  recover the voice of  ordinary people,  

and so I wanted to  tel l  i t  through a f ict ional  person,  

but  whose s tory can be told through experiences ,  

you know, that  I read about ,  l ike Sonja Moji ,  about  

the t r ip .   Nobody has  actual ly told the s tory about  
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the t r ip  over ,  and the s tory that  I told anecdotal ly is  

the abuse that  women suffered -  rape by Bri t ish 

soldiers ,  by other  indentured labourers .   Who has  

told these s tories?   I don 't  know much,  I 'm not  an 

his torian,  but  why were we told this  s tory,  why 

hasn ' t  the s tory of  indentured labour been told?   It 's  

as  i f  his tory of  Indians  in  South Africa s tar ts  in  

1893,  when Gandhi  arr ived,  you know. It 's  l ike the 

ANC l ikes  to  tel l  h is tory of  South Africa in  1913 

when they were formed,  1912 when the ANC was 

formed,  because 1906 was the Bambata Rebel l ion,  

that  you know, people say that  from 1930s when 

his tory s topped.   So s imilar ly,  I also want  to  recover 

his tory and maybe create an inspirat ion,  enthusiasm 

for  other  research to  come afterwards ,  to  s tar t  to  tel l  

the s tory of  indentured labour,  because i f  we told 

the s tory of  indentured labour,  we s tar t  to  tel l  the 

s tory of  set t lement  of  Indians  in  a  very different  

way,  because then i t  forces  you to  come to '46 and 

say who real ly marched there.   Who real ly marched 

in  the 1913s,  Gandhi 's  -  so-cal led Gandhi 's  

rebel l ion?   Coal  miners  in  Newcast le ,  women on the 

sugar  cane f ields ,  wai ters .   Does anybody know 

that?   No,  they know Gandhi ,  they know a few other  

people who were around then.   So I was t rying to  

say that  we need to  rewri te  the his tory,  we need to  

wri te  i t  wi th a  more ci rcumspect ion,  wi th more 

feel ing for  what  is  cal led the subal tern term,  who 

real ly confronted the oppression and injust ices .  

MC: What  do you think of  pol i t ical  act ivis ts  there l ike 

Nowam Klein,  Arundathi  Roy and people l ike Dr 

Vandana Shiva?  
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AD: I think they point  -  f i rs t ly,  their  act ivi t ies  embarrass  

South African academics .   There are very few South 

African academics  who are prepared to  make,  take 

the pol i t ical  posi t ions  that  they take,  and I think 

very few we can count ,  ei ther  because they're  

cowards,  they're  too worried about  their  l i t t le  

promotions to  professor  and accumulat ing their  

publ icat ions  that  nobody reads in  those obscure 

journals ,  which should be banned,  because they're  

publ ished,  they shouldn 't  get  promotion because 

ordinary people don 't  read them and i t 's  ordinary 

taxpayers  money that  pays their  salar ies .   So they're  

an inspirat ion because they are using their  

intel lectual  clout  to  work with ordinary people and 

to  talk  with ordinary people,  to  l ive with ordinary 

people and I think i f  nothing else,  WSSD has 

evoked a framework which intel lectuals  can aspire 

to ,  and what  I’m saying,  not  to  be an intel lectual ,  

but  what  kind of  intel lectual  you 're  going to  be and 

so Vandana Shiva and Naomi Klein,  Arundathi  Roy 

are inspirat ions  in  a  t ime of  increasing pessimism.  

For what ,  how you can use knowledge and what  you 

can do with knowledge.    

MC: And can you tel l  us  about  your second book?  

AD: Okay,  the second book was just  a  col lect ion on 

ar t icles  from the newspaper cal led "South Africa is  

s t i l l  Revol t ing".   The few won't  appear  but  i t  was so 

said "South Africa is  s t i l l  Revol t ing",  there was a 

play on the words and that 's  what  the book is  about ,  

i t 's  saying i t 's  s t i l l  a  fucking shi t  country to  l ive in ,  

but  people are s t i l l  revol t ing,  that  this  is  not  the end 

of  his tory and the end of  the s t ruggle,  that  people 

are s t i l l  yearning and marching and organis ing for  a  



 54 

bet ter  South Africa.   So i t 's  also funny,  look,  

because we don 't  laugh enough and we don 't  enjoy 

enough and i t 's  parody of  the rul ing class  and so,  

i t 's  enjoyable and I got ,  you know, a lot  of  joy out  

of  wri t ing i t .  

MC: And why did you name your column in the Saturday 

Independent  Agent  Provocateur?   

AD: It  was a play because the ANC, a lot  of  ANC people 

are s tar t ing to  cal l  me agent  provocateur .   So I 

decided i f  somebody cal ls  you a moffie ,  you say I'm 

a fucking moffie ,  which means that  then what  do 

people say,  because then i t  a lso hurts ,  them because 

now what  they're  thinking in  their  head about  you,  

you told them.  So I decided that  s ince they told me 

that  I ' l l  take i t  on as  a  label  of  vi r tue.   So I'm agent  

provocateur ,  you know?   So Dumisani  Makaya must ,  

you know, kind of  crawl  under the bed because he 

can ' t  cal l  me agent  provocateur  because I'm cal l ing 

i t  myself .   So i t  was directed in  that  way,  and ja .  

MC: You also did some work with Prof .  Fat ima Meer?  

AD: Ja.  

MC: Can you tel l  us  about  your work with Prof .  Meer?  

AD: Prof .  Fat ima Meer is  -  she 's  a  wonderful  human 

being.   I think she 's  taken a s tand in  the las t  few 

years .   But  l ike other  people have come out  of  the 

ANC and -  she has  her  l imitat ions  because she s t i l l  

feels  she can phone Mandela and convince him that  

cut t ing people 's  water  is  wrong.   You know, he 's  

long gone beyond that ,  that 's  ANC pol icy,  you 

know, to  cut  people 's  water .   So she ' l l  a lways have 

her  l imitat ions ,  and she 's  not  the most  democrat ic  

person to  work with.  I think she f inds  i t  d i ff icul t  

because a lot  of  these people come with very 
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authori tar ian at t i tudes  towards s t ruggle.   But  that  

doesn ' t  negate the fact  that  she did take her  s tand in  

Chatsworth and other  places ,  and paid a price for  i t ,  

you know, she was marginal ised for  i t .   So i t 's  never  

too late  to  fal l  off  your horse on the road to  

Damascus.  

MC: And can you tel l  us  about  your,  this  book cal led the 

“We are the Poors”?  

AD: "We are the Poors".  

MC: "We are the Poors"   

AD: Ja,  i t 's  a  look at  the community movements  in  South 

Africa,  the Soweto Electr ici ty Cris is  Community,  

the Concerned Ci t izens  Forum in Durban,  the Ant i -

Privat isat ion Forum in Jo 'burg,  the Tafels ig Ant i -

Evict ion Commit tee in  Cape Town.   It 's  t rying to  

say that  our  people -  people aren ' t  taking this  new 

South Africa lying down,  people are actual ly 

f ight ing and mobi l is ing and s t ruggl ing,  and I t r ied 

to  tel l  the s tory about  those movements ,  the l ives  of  

those people,  why they're  s t ruggl ing and why they're  

taking that  or ientat ion.   But  let 's  talk  a  bi t  about  my 

las t  book because i t 's  about  -  i t 's  co-authored 

because,  i t 's  the book that  gave me the greates t  

pleasure.   It 's  cal led  "Blacks in  Whites  -  A Century 

of  Cricket  in  Kwa-Zulu Natal".   It 's  a  120 year  

his tory of  Black cr icket  in  Kwa-Zulu Natal  and i t  

wi l l  come out  at  the end of  November but  i t 's  a  real  

s tory of  something beaut i ful ,  about  how people play 

cr icket  and connect  i t  wi th  each other  and bui l t  a  

sense of  community out  of  each other  and desi red 

non-racial ism of  some kind and the sacri f ices  they 

made.  
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MC: Does i t  a lso deal  wi th the -  I mean the '80s  before 

we were sort  of  . . .  

AD: Ja,  i t  s tar ts  in  1888 and i t  f inishes  in  2003.  

MC: Okay,  so i t 's  also deal ing with us  being l ike during 

years  of  apartheid when South Africa couldn 't  

part icipate in  . . .?  

AD: Absolutely,  i t  goes  through al l  that ,  so  i t 's  a  book 

that  gave me the greates t  pleasure.  

MC: Does i t  say anything about  people l ike -  I mean 

about  scandals  l ike the one that  we experienced a 

few years  ago about  Hansie Cronje?  

AD: Ja,  i t  does  talk  about  that ,  i t  ta lks  about  the scandal ,  

i t  ta lks  about  the beauty of  cr icketers  who went  

overseas  and made good.   It  ta lks  about  the 

divis ions  within Black cr icket  i t sel f ,  that  there were 

divis ions  amongst  rel igious groups,  amongst  

Indians ,  that  amongst  Coloureds,  people saying that  

some teams -  only i f  you had s t raight  hair ,  very fai r  

you were al lowed in  those teams.   How African 

people played cr icket  say between 1927 t i l l  about  

1946 at  Adams Col lege in  Umhlanga and they were 

cal led mamma's  boys,  you know, because people fel t  

this  was a game that  wasn 't  mascul ine.   So i t  te l ls  

al l  those anecdotal  s tories  about  -  I mean i t  covered 

that  his tory.  

MC: So in  this  book you are t rying to  tel l  us ,  I mean 

using sports  about  . . .?  

AD: About  South Africa,  ja .  

MC: Okay,  but  amongst  al l  your books,  whenever I mean 

I ment ion your name the book that  people always 

remember is  the "Poors  of  Chatsworth".   Can you 

sort  of  . . .?  
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AD: I also enjoyed wri t ing i t ,  i t 's  got  no theory,  i t 's  got  

no footnotes ,  i t 's  jus t  a  s tory of  people arr iving 

there in  63,  64,  1965.   The hopes and dreams they 

had,  where they came from, how they were 

uprooted,  and I fol lowed the s tory of  Mrs 

Anamuthu,  who arr ived in  the early '60s ,  she 's  s t i l l  

a l ive,  she 's  in  her  80 's .   What  happened to  her ,  how 

they s t ruggled,  what  happened during apartheid,  the 

hopes she had for  her  chi ldren.   She worked in  the 

factory,  how that  was a form of  oppression and a 

form of  l iberat ion and as  an Indian women leaving 

the house,  but  how does a form of  oppression,  the 

kind of  things they laboured under,  and what  does  

she feel  now, in  the new South Africa,  how does she 

relate  the changing ci rcumstances .   I t r ied to  tel l  i t  

as  the Poors  of  Chatsworth,  i t 's  only certain  areas  of  

Chatsworth.   So i t 's  a  s tory t rying to  give voice to  

people who don 't  normal ly have a voice and I tel l  a  

s tory of  Shoba,  who was married at  the age of  13,  

14,  beaten by her  husband,  t r ied to  separate,  goes  to  

the court  for  interdicts ,  get  the interdicts ,  by the 

t ime the cops arr ive the ex-husband always arr ives  

from t ime to  t ime,  and beats  her  up,  t r ies  to  s tab her  

but  s tabs  her  fr iend by mistake.   He's  s t i l l  around 

the area and she l ives  under those condi t ions ,  

working in  a  sweat  shop in  Chatsworth for  seven 

days of  the week earning R80 a week.   So I t ry to  

tel l  those s tories  that  this  is  happening,  this  South 

Africa,  this  is  the real  l ives ,  never  mind there 's  a  

const i tut ion gender commission and so on,  these are 

real  l ives .   So ja ,  you know, I'm t rying to  tel l  those 

s tories  and maybe people l iked i t  because i t  was 

wri t ten in  that  fashion,  I was l iving i t ,  I was 
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working in  Chatsworth as  a  community worker  and 

so that 's  the difference,  I must  say,  between what  

I 've learned as  pol i t ics .   Forget  pol i t ical  part ies ,  the 

bal lot  box ,  you know, al l  this  kind of  thing that  

even movements  to  the lef t  get  involved in .   You 

know, is  GEAR real ly good or  bad and you know, 

al l  that  kind of  s tuff ,  or  what  Thabo is  doing next  

and who he 's  s leeping with next  and you know, 

whether  Peter  Mokabo died of  Aids  and I'm not  

interested in  that .   I 'm interested in  being part  of  

community organisat ions  that  bui ld  and defend 

people 's  interests  in  the immediate -  those 

community organisat ions  wil l  r ise up as  a  chal lenge 

to  the South African government ,  at  some s tage.   

That 's  another  s tory people must  get  involved in  

those big things,  you know, the big bang theory of  

evolut ion.  What  I 'm interested in  is  integrat ing 

myself  in  communit ies  and learning and be part  of  

those movements ,  that  people are very embracing 

and they're  very hospi table,  and they dictate  the 

agendas of  many things but  I think people are 

organis ing in  this  new South Africa.   So I pour 

scorn and heap abuse on those who are s t i l l  

members  of  pol i t ical  part ies  and carry their  l i t t le  

membership cards  and say the ANC said this  and the 

PAC said that ,  I 'm fuck al l  interested in  that  crap of  

hierarchies  and obsession of  the bal lot  box  and so 

on.   I 'm real ly interested in  how people are 

receiving GEAR neo-l iberal ism,  l ike on a woman 

who has  the chi ld  maintenance grant  cut  or  she only 

gets  a  maintenance grant  for  a  chi ld  up to  the age of  

seven but  you actual ly need the maintenance grant  

when the chi ld  is  af ter  seven so they can go to  
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school .   How does that  woman plan her  l i fe ,  because 

then she can ' t  work?   What  does  she do,  and then t ry 

and give that  voice and those contradict ions ,  l i fe .  

Instead of  saying,  l ike in  Chatsworth at  the moment ,  

they're  saying the new Community-Pol icing Form, 

we're  going to  get  r id  of  al l  prost i tutes .   Zero 

tolerance of  prost i tutes .   But  that  lady,  when she 

s tops  being a prost i tute,  and she gets  evicted from 

her  house,  people say,  why isn ' t  she paying rent?   

You know that ,  how do we fol low the l ives  of  those 

people through?   We can make moral  judgments ,  but  

we don 't  l ike to  fol low the consequences  of  our  

moral  judgments  around people and so on.   So I'm 

learning al l  that  anew,  I didn ' t  know that .   I d idn ' t  

know how people end up.   Why thir teen year  olds ,  

when I was working around in  Uni t  13,  I see very 

young gir ls  carrying babies .   I s tar ted to  wonder 

about  this ,  thinking i t  was somebody else 's  babies .   

Of course,  the prost i tutes  are get t ing younger and 

younger and the men from Chatsworth,  middle class ,  

they come and pick them up and they want  younger 

and younger women,  and that 's  the only commodity 

that  these people have in  their  l ives ,  that  they can 

give,  so that  they can pay for  water ,  l ights  and 

electr ici ty and so on.   So I'm learning my pol i t ics  

from that  way,  I can ' t  learn i t  any other  way.  

MC: And do you have a certain  rel igion that  you sort  of  

fol low?  

AD: No,  no,  no,  I t r ied to  learn lessons from rel igion and 

I must  share this  wi th you so i t 's  probably a -  you 

know, i t 's  -  I was reading Mahabaratha,  which is  a  

Hindu book and i t  says  that  -  and that 's  why I’d  

l ike this  interview to ai r  i t ,  because maybe the other  
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people you interview can l is ten to  this .   It  says  that  

you 're  l iving through a t ime of  "kal iyuga",  i t 's  a  

t ime of  cr ises .   Famil ies  f ight ,  there 's  violence,  

there 's  corrupt ion,  i t 's  a  t ime of  cr is is .   It 's  a  book 

wri t ten thousands of  years  ago and i t 's  the t ime of  

Shiva.   Shiva’s  in  power,  shi t 's  happening 

everywhere,  and what  does  the good God Vishnu 

do?   What  does  he do through al l  this?   And the 

book says  he s leeps ,  he spends a lot  of  t ime 

s leeping,  this  guy and says  that  the lesson is  that  in  

order  for  -  what  do we do then because the usual  

talk  is  everybody is  s teal ing,  let 's  s teal .   You know, 

everybody is  on the gravy t rain ,  let 's  get  on the 

gravy t rain .   It  says  in  the Mahabaratha you must  

keep your dharma,  you must  keep your integri ty and 

your moral i ty,  because Hindus bel ieve that  t ime is  

l ike a  ci rcle ,  i t 's  a  cycle,  i t 's  not  a  s tar t  point ,  end 

point ,  that  when Vishnu s leeps  he needs to  dream 

beaut i ful  things so that  when he awakes he can 

recreate the world beaut i ful ly and that  nobody keeps 

their  dharma,  their  moral i ty and integri ty,  then he 

has  nothing good to  dream about ,  and therefore can ' t  

recreate the world beaut i ful ly,  and that  i s  an 

injunct ion that  even i f  everybody is  doing the shi t ,  

because i t 's  actual ly middle class  people,  we can 

accumulate capi tal  in  the new South Africa,  we can 

"sel l  out".   We need to  keep our dharma,  s imply 

because out  of  this  cr is is  that  we're  l iving through,  

we don 't  have moral i ty and integri ty.   If  there 's  a  

model  of  that  how wil l  we bui ld  a  new South 

Africa?   So I take those lessons,  jus t  l ike I l ike the 

idea of  people changing,  that 's  what  the Bible is  

saying,  that  i t 's  saying that  Saul  became Paul ,  i t 's  
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saying that  in  one l i fe  you can change.   

Unfortunately,  in  South Africa people are changing 

from Paul  to  Saul .   So they were l iberators  in  the 

'80s .   Paul ,  good people,  they've now become the 

devi l  incarnates  as  Saul ,  they're  turning even the 

Bible on i t 's  head.  

MC: And before we end can you tel l  me what  do you 

think of  certain  wri ters  who have been class i f ied as  

controvers ial  wri ters ,  people l ike Ngungu Wa 

Thiong’o,  Salman Rashdie,  Noam Chomsky and 

Wole Soyinka,  al l  those wri ters?  

AD: You know, this  is  the s t range thing about ,  you 

know, being controvers ial .   You know, those who 

turn a bl ind eye to  detent ion without  t r ial ,  to  the 

new forms of  global  imperial ism,  to  the bombing of  

ordinary people in  Palest ine,  are not  regarded as  

controvers ial .   Those who speak to  issues  of  human 

r ights ,  are regarded as  controvers ial .   I don 't  know 

who defines  that ,  you know?   For me those who 

don 't  ta lk  against  the non-provis ion of  HIV drugs,  

who don 't  ta lk  about  this  common cause of  the IMF 

and World Bank,  who don 't  ta lk  about  the fact  that  

there should be free educat ion in  South Africa,  and 

so on.   Those are the controvers ial  people,  you 

know, but  they are regarded as  somehow not  

controvers ial ,  so  I mean those labels  are r idiculous,  

these are,  you know, the -  ja ,  the mainstream people 

are the controvers ial  ones .  

MC: What  do you think about  social ism and capi tal ism.  

AD: I care a  fuck for  those labels ,  I don 't  l ike them both.  

 I think they both have -  they've been so bastardised 

and so imbricated with authori tar ism and 

central ism.   So capi tal ism,  I mean,  the cr i t ique of  
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that  i s  easy and s inful  and the form i t 's  taken in  

South Africa i t 's  easy to  see why.   But  certainly,  

social ism has  al l  these f ive year  plans  and big men,  

you know, l ike Stal in  or  something implement ing i t  

and they are the reposi tory of  al l  knowledge and 

t ruth and some are l ike Jehovah 's  Witnesses ,  which 

people scorn.   Every t ime they grab a problem they 

have a look at  what  Marx  real ly said,  you know, but  

I 'm more beholden to  the creat ivi ty of  those people 

who real ly suffer ,  and they are creat ive.   You know, 

I' l l  give you the Chatsworth example,  people were 

evicted,  water  was being cut  off  and so on,  and then 

we were f ight ing,  and people said we want  to  have 

Dival i .   So I thought  what  the fuck do people want  

Dival i  for .  I mean,  they want  to  eat  and make merry,  

you know, during a t ime of  cr is is  and then they had 

Dival i  in  Uni t  3 ,  and there was a big ban outs ide,  

they cal led i t  the Fest ival  of  No Lights ,  which,  

because the Ci ty Counci l  was cut t ing the l ights ,  and 

the guy’s  now asking the lady,  Orlene Naidoo.   She 

says  then who is  Ravana,  the bad guy?   And they 

said Vidhu Vedalanka,  because she 's  cut t ing our 

l ights  and so they reinterpreted Dival i  in  Africa,  

where i t  became the Fest ival  of  No Lights ,  where al l  

people,  you didn ' t  have to  be Hindu to  part icipate in  

i t .   So people are beholden,  not  completely,  there is  

col laborat ion,  but  I don 't  l ike these isms from the 

top,  I l ike the idea of  creat ivi ty from the bot tom and 

people real ly know, they know what  they desi re and 

they have a lot  of  knowledge that  they can 

contr ibute so I'm against  central ism.  

MC: Do you have poem that  you l ike,  and can you reci te  

i t  for  us  or  one . . .?  
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AD: I know nothing about  poetry.  

MC: Okay.  

AD: Unfortunately,  I 'm just  in  the horr ible part  of  l i fe .  

MC: Okay,  no problem.  Do you have a mot to?   What 's  

your motto in  l i fe?  

AD: I don 't  know, I make up one every morning when I 

get  up because every morning,  you know, there 's  a  

saying that  -you know they used to  say,  that  there 

was l ike a  Hindu saying that  you never  enter  the 

same r iver  twice,  meaning that  the r iver  f lows and 

changes,  and there 's  a  Buddhis t  saying that  went  

along l ike the same person never  enters  the r iver ,  

meaning that  we al l  change,  you know, so i t 's  not  

about  the r iver  but  i t 's  about  us  changing.   So I'm 

beholden to  the capaci ty of  people to  grow and 

change and I'm beholden to  the idea that  we should 

chal lenge each other  the level  of  ideas  and I think 

that  we mustn ' t  put  labels  on people which I tend to  

do too,  that  we can convince people about  the 

immoral i ty of  their  axe,  especial ly when they're  in  

power.   So I'm for  the free f low of  absolute debate,  

so even something l ike -  I won't  say I pr iori  incest  

i s  bad,  because I real ly think for  example that  af ter  

the age of  consent ,  whatever  that  might  be and I 

don 't  th ink i t  should be eighteen,  I think i t ’s  much 

too old for  that ,  that  people should love even as  

freely and openly,  i f  they consent  wi th each other .   I 

don 't  l ike the State legis lat ion,  legis lat ing about  

people 's ,  you know, kind of  carnal  act ivi t ies ,  and so 

on.  

MC: In your book,  this  may be my las t  quest ion,  in  your 

book the fourth book "We are the Poors" and in  the 

f i rs t  pages  you talk  about  unemployed s ingle 
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mother,  community defender,  neighbour,  factory 

worker ,  popular  cr iminal ,  rap ar t is t  and good human 

being.   I mean in  your s t ruggle,  I mean are you 

t rying to  s t ruggle on behalf  of  al l  these people?  

AD: I'm t rying to  show that  that 's  why when you said  

social ism I wanted to  laugh,  because social ism 

always talk  about  the working class ,  shal l  ar ise,  

comrade,  and bui ld  social ism?   I 'm saying that  the 

ident i ty that  ex is ts  in  communit ies  are diverse but  

they al l  wi l l  bui ld  a  new society,  the rap ar t is t ,  the 

unemployed,  the s ingle mother  who might  not  have 

seen the inside of  the factory,  and so on.   These are 

the real  people in  communit ies ,  and they al l  desi re a  

new l i fe .   So ja ,  I 'm talking about ,  not  the working 

class  marching in  format ion,  you know, I'm talking 

about  the divers i t ies  that  are part  of  the lowest  

s t ratum of society,  economical ly.   Ya,  being part  of  

community s t ruggles .  

MC: You also talk  about  the Robben Is landers ,  the ex i le ,  

the ethnic entrepreneurs?  

AD: Ja,  wel l  I 'm t rying to ,  you know, say that  of ten the 

dangers  in  the communit ies  are these guys who are 

from Robben Is land,  meaning i t  as  a  euphemism.  

"We who have a long his tory of  s t ruggle,  we spent  

eleven years  in  jai l"  -  I 'm always wary of  those 

people,  because they think they can impose.   I 

a lways wonder why they got  caught  then,  i f  they 

were so clever .   You know, they can impose their  

methods of  s t ruggle and their  way of  seeing the 

world s imply by their  ser ies  of  s t ruggle in  the past  

and I think one of  the mottos  I have is  "what  are you 

doing in  the present ,  comrade?" is  important .   I 

don 't  care what  the fuck you did in  the past  because 
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i t  doesn ' t  mat ter ,  i t  doesn ' t  mat ter  that  you were the 

head of  the ANC's  gender commission,  i f  you are 

fucking,  you know, raping somebody in  the 

community.  "Let  me rape this  woman,  ek sê,  

because I spent  eleven years  in  the -  i t  doesn ' t  

fucking mat ter ,  you know, that  i f  you are evict ing 

somebody now who happens to  be poor you must  be 

judged by that  act  and that  act  alone and that 's  why 

you are an enemy of  the people and that  i s  why 

Mbeki  or  Ci ty Counci l lors  here,  in  the ANC or 

Ramashala,  who excludes  people and s tuff ,  and 

enemies  of  the people no mat ter  what  they did,  that  

doesn ' t  mat ter .   That  doesn ' t  give you the r ight  to  

now press  young people,  for  example and dest roy 

other  people 's  l ives  and take i t  away because you 

want  to  get  a  bi t  of  Telkom that  i s  pr ivat iz ing,  so 

people wil l  never  be able to  have access  to  a  

telephone or  you 're  get t ing a chunk of  the new water  

board so people 's  water  gets  cut  off  and they die.   

So i f  there is  a  mot to,  I want  to  know what  you 're  

doing in  the present ,  what  you are doing now?   How 

al l  those lessons you have learnt  from the past  

impose themselves  on you now. 

MC: And ethnic entrepreneurs?  

AD: Well  those are the people,  who and we al l  know 

this ,  in  a  country that  i s  so divided racial ly,  that  

people for  example,  the Indian Community feel  so 

threatened,  feel  so marginal ised that  i t 's  easy to  sel l  

e thnici ty.  We can al l  make wonderful  speeches .   I 

know I can go to  a  community and say we,  the 

Indian people,  we've been here for  142 years ,  we 

have spi l led our blood,  we have dug these f ields ,  we 

have bui l t  those bui ldings and now they threaten us ,  
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we must  join together ,  vote for  me and I wi l l  save 

you because these Blacks and Whites  have always 

oppressed us .   Remember Idi  Amin and then people 

vote for  me and therefore I then become a big guy 

and the ANC wants  to  be in  al l iance with me.   But ,  I 

mean,  I ins t i l led an ethnic consciousness  and narrow 

racial  way of  unders tanding events  for  the votes  a  la  

Rajbansi ,  for  example,  we think i t 's  legi t imated by 

the ANC.  It 's  harder  to  go to  areas  and say I am for  

non-racial ism,  I am for  us  bui lding an al l iance and 

relat ionship with people in  Umlazi .  It 's  hard 

because people then,  they shout  and they scream 

because they don 't  l ike that .   I unders tand that ,  but  

we have to .   It 's  not  a  popular  way,  you never  win in  

a  bal lot  box  that  way but  you wil l  win.   How else 

wi l l  you bui ld  a  new South Africa,  you know?   So 

these are the chal lenges  that  we face and that 's  one 

against  ethnic entrepreneurs  because i t 's  so fucking 

easy and the t ragedy of  South Africa is  that  the 

ANC is  legi t imated this  by going into an al l iance 

with this  guy,  Rajbansi .   Thir ty percent  of  the 

people l iving in  uni t  two and uni t  three happen to  be 

African.   How must  they feel  that  the ANC has got  

into al l iance with this  guy?   How do people feel  i f  -  

I don 't  mind i f  people,  i f  you 're  party is  open and 

mainly Indian support ive.   We can 't  do anything 

about  that ,  for  mainly Zulu people,  but  how would 

we l ike i t  i f  somebody came and said we've got  a  

Chinese only party,  or  we've got  a  Zulu only party?   

Do you know what  I mean?   People wil l  be up in  

arms.   Why do we -  we can have his  party but  why 

do we legi t imate i t?   You know and then the ANC 
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says i t 's  bui lding non-racial ism,  i t 's  a  fucking 

s t range way of  bui lding non-racial ism.  

MC: And what  do you think of  people l ike Mbongeni  

Ngema?  

AD: I think that  -  yes ,  he 's  another ,  he 's  jus t  a  cul tural  

entrepreneur,  a  businessman and I think he 's  a  scar  

on the map of  South Africa in  the sense that  he 

homogenises  people.   Al l  I know unintent ial ly,  he 

has  given,  you know, Rajbansi  another  50 000 votes  

because i t  has  that  affect  on the Indian community,  

which l ives  in  fear  but  their  fear  has  t ranslated into 

a  s iege mental i ty.  The s iege mental i ty wi l l  t ranslate 

ei ther  into f leeing,  an apathy or  vote for  Rajbansi ,  

that 's  what  i t  would mean and that  makes i t  d i ff icul t  

for  us .   When we want  him to work in  a  way that  

s tar ts  to  go very hard because of  course there are 

prejudices ,  of  courses  there 's  exploi tat ion,  of  course 

there 's  been ethnic chauvinism,  of  course there 's  

been pain and hurt ,  you know, but  how do we s t i tch 

things together?   It 's  not  our  faul t  that  the TRC we 

always said was a narrowly based thing that  looked 

at  certain  kinds of  col lect ive things,  we should have 

opened this  thing up,  the racism in South Africa,  

about  domest ic  workers  and so on.   The government  

went  for  a  quick f ix .   So when Mbongeni  raises  i t  in  

that  fashion,  anything that  s tar ts  to  happen which 

would be in  a  normal  order  of  things,  gets  t ranslated 

and label led as  African and Indian thing,  l ike three 

guys dying in  Chatsworth,  immediately get  label led 

in  a  part icular  way as  a  racial  at tack and so on.   So 

I think that  -  I don 't  th ink he del iberately set  out  to  

do that  but  I think unconsciously he has  lent  

himself ,  rather  than of  a  reproachment ,  he has  lent  
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i t sel f  to  an exacerbat ion,  deepening of  divis ion.  

More important ly,  I think,  the cowardly response of  

many of  the pol i t icians  to  that ,  for  me has  been very 

sobering and very scary.   But  I think i f  we cont inue 

with this  kind of  economic pol icy of  GEAR, of  

NEPAD, we're  going to  f ind increasingly racial  

tension,  because people explain,  they worsen 

economic ci rcumstance,  not  by NEPAD or GEAR, 

they' l l  explain by relat ive deprivat ion by looking at  

a  racial  group next  to  them and explaining their  

degenerat ion,  through that  and so I think we have to  

guard against  and work very hard to  kind of  s t i tch 

things together .   We don 't  have race educat ion at  

univers i t ies ,  at  schools ,  at  churches ,  nowhere.   It 's  

almost  l ike we have an amnesia,  af ter  300 years  

we're  going to  have amnesia and think that  as  I said 

earl ier  about  Mandela put t ing on Francois  Pienaar 's  

number s ix  jersey,  al l  wi l l  be wel l .   It 's  a  mythology 

and that 's  what  I t ry to  paint  in  ‘Arise’ ,  that  the 

rainbow nat ion is  a  source before the divis ion 

because i t  entrenches  racial  blocks rather  than 

want ing to  bui ld  a  nat ion.   That 's  one of  Mandela 's  

ways,  you know, he sees  the world in  racial  groups,  

essent ial ised,  racial  groups.  That 's  the kind of  

s ix t ies  mental i ty he comes out  of  and he set  in  

t rend,  something that  i s  now diff icul t  to  break 

down.  

MC: And among al l ,  I mean amongst  al l  your ar t icles  that  

were wri t ten for  di fferent  newspapers ,  which one do 

you think is  the best  or  is  l ike giving us  a  clear  

message?   I mean which one do you l ike,  do 

somet imes f ind yourself  reading again,  you know?  
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AD: Well  I -  look,  the pol i t ical  things are there.  I think 

there are two,  three ar t icles  -  the one I wrote af ter  a  

long and beaut i ful  relat ionship ended,  and i t 's  a  

s tory about  love and I expect  saying that  you can 

only have love and unders tand that  i f  there 's  

t ragedy,  that  goes  through i t ,  and that 's  a  long s tory,  

I won't  bore you with that ,  and the other  I wrote 

about  my mother  and then my father  because I think 

my mother  was a housewife,  she hardly went  to  

school ,  my father  dominated the house,  not  in  a  bad 

way,  but  he dominated the house,  he paid the 

accounts ,  she never  knew what  banking accounts .   

Suddenly my father  got  i l l ,  very i l l  and my mother  

went  to  the banks,  wrote let ters ,  emerged as  human 

being.   It 's  very sad that  my father 's  i l lness  al lowed 

my mother  to  have a l i fe ,  but  i ronical ly,  in  a  world 

where men s t i l l  dominate,  she wouldn 't  have had 

that  and so I wrote that  about  -  you have to  s t ruggle,  

look at  your own mind and see backwards through 

the things,  the sacri f ices ,  the pain and the joy of  the 

s tories .   Everybody says  oh,  you took over  your 

father ,  my father  was a teacher  but  I think my 

mother  was -  my father  ‘didn ' t  care’  -  I 'm sure he 

cared but  he had no t ime,  he had his  career  but  she 

taught  us  the value of  words and beauty and reading 

and so on,  my s is ter  and I,  and so that  ar t icle  gave 

me a lot  of  joy.   It  was painful ,  and I wrote an 

ar t icle ,  you know, about  my father  on father 's  day 

recent ly,  which was an appreciat ion of  a  man who 

wanted to  l ive within the rules  of  the system 

because he fel t  that 's  how he provided for  his  

family.   The Afrikaaner  told him to put  on a jacket ,  

he put  on a jacket  but  who never ,  ever ,  ever  said a  
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word to  chast ise me for  my own pol i t ical  act ivi t ies  

that  hurt  him often,  in  his  quest  for  promotion and 

bui lding his  career  and so -  I think somet imes,  when 

we're  on the lef t ,  we're  good at  communit ies  and 

we're  good at  macro cr i t iques ,  but  we're  horr ible at  

our  own l ives ,  of  famil ies ,  our  relat ionships ,  and we 

make excuses  for  i t .   I th ink the new lef t  i s  saying 

that  to  be a revolut ionary you 've got  to  be a whole 

person.   If  you don 't  have beauty in  your own l i fe ,  i f  

you don 't  have qual i ty relat ionships  with people,  

you don 't  have warmth,  then how can you want  to  

take that  somewhere else and bui ld  a  new society?  I 

know we have contradict ions  and we have f ights  and 

we have dupl ici ty,  we have anger  and so on.   Of 

course,  these are part  of  one 's  relat ionships ,  but  

overal l  you can ' t  create a  warmth there.   So I'm 

s tar t ing to  unders tand that ,  and so that 's  why those 

ar t icles  are important  because to  wri te  cr i t iques  i t 's  

so easy,  i t 's  anger ,  i t 's  l ike fucking,  you know, 

giving a good shi t  af ter  having Patel 's  vegetarian 

bunny,  you know, i t 's  kind of  a  shi t ,  you know?   It 's  

l ike cathart ic  in  a  way,  but  I think when you have to  

confront  your own person,  who you are,  what  you 

bel ieve,  what  you think,  ins ide you,  how do you 

relate  to  your parents ,  who might  think different ly,  

then you have to  real ly wri te  and i t  drains  you,  and 

so that 's  why those are the three kind of  ar t icles  

about  my personal  love and the t ragedy of  that ,  and 

a bond with my parents  that  has  developed in  the 

las t  few years ,  I 'd  never  unders tood them.  My 

mother ,  especial ly,  she always worried and she 

would tel l  s tor ies  to  people which was embarrass ing 

to  me sometimes.   I l ike her ,  she went  to  s tandard 
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three or  four  or  whatever  and I can bring somebody 

home from -  PhD from Cambridge and she doesn ' t  

care,  she argues  then because she knows,  and I l ike 

that ,  that  taking on and the way she s t i l l  t reats  me 

as  a  chi ld  which I l ike,  I must  say.  

MC: Wil l  you say a pen is  your sword?  

AD: Ja,  I think a pen is  a  good thing,  hey?   A pen is  a  

beaut i ful  thing but ,  I 'm sober  of  the fact  that  you 

can have a pen but  you know, i f  the ANC 

government  is  coming after  me and I had a choice,  

Essop Pahad is  running down the road and I had a 

choice between a pen and a sword,  I ' l l  fucking take 

the sword,  that 's  for  sure.   I 've a  great  respect  also 

with the fact  that  i f  you don 't  have power in  i t 's  

form you get  run over .   You know, so I think there 's  

a  place for  the sword too,  I think the pen is  more 

beaut i ful ,  the blood that  f lows,  that  you can ex tract  

from the prick of  a  pen is  more beaut i ful ,  real ly.   

I 've seen them real ly,  you know, blood f low from 

people of  power because they l ike this  idea of  

having a publ ic  image,  real ly and i t 's  nice to  prick 

and to  prod and to  expose and to  leave naked those 

who have power because we have so many clothes .   

I ' l l  be dead otherwise.  

MC: Okay.  Can you just  -  do you have a message that  you 

would l ike me to  tel l  people who see this  interview,  

I mean future generat ions  of  South Africa and of  the 

world?   A message,  I mean a message that  goes  with 

your favouri te  quotat ion?  

AD: Okay.  One of  my favouri te  quotat ions  is  "al l  

biography is  l ies",  that  we tel l  our  s tories  and we 

hear  s tories  on these tapes  that  are dressed up as  

romant ic vers ions of  what  happened in  the '80s  and 
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'90s  and what  is  happening now, because we al l  l ike 

to  excise the bad parts  of  our  s tories ,  our  

shortcomings,  our  betrayals ,  our  fears ,  the t imes 

when we hid away from things that  we should we 

confronted and that  i s  why biography is  l ies  and that  

one of  the things that  rul ing classes  l ike to  do al l  

over  the world is  control  his tory and tel l  h is tory in  

a  way that  reinforces  their  image and that 's  why in  

South Africa,  for  a  long t ime,  the his tory from '48 

was the his tory of  the Nat ional  Party,  and from 1994 

the way the ANC is  t rying to  tel l  the his tory as  i f  

i t 's  the his tory of  the ANC, and a few people in  the 

ANC.  I hope that  when people s tudy the his tory of  

this  country they know that  i t  was a his tory of  many 

people and that  maybe in  1994 the people of  South 

Africa defeated apartheid despi te  the ANC.  Thanks.  

MC: Thank you very much.  

END OF INTERVIEW 


