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The Politics of Youth Resistance 

in the 1980s: the Dilemmas of a 
Differentiated Durban 

KUMJNAIDOO 
(St Antony's College, University of Oxford) . 

Africans and Asians and 'Coloureds' have been victims of government policy, and 
have come to accept racial designations. That itself is an acceptance of the doctrine 
that has been preached. We are not however something or the other. And indeed, in 
the Government of the coumry, we are not anytbjng, in the passing of laws, in the 
adoption of national policies, we are not anything What we have got to try to teach 
our peoples is to reject these concepts. but we will have to substitute something in 
their place. Asians have been told to regard themselves as Africans if they elected 
to make Africa their home. Now, the question is how do t_hey do this? Of course, it 
is not sufficient 10 regard themselves as Africans, we have also to do the regarding,• 
we have to accept them as Afric11ns. How does this work out in practice? It is not 
easy·to say. Sometimes we glorify ourselves into saying we are all South Africans. 
But for the moment we are not anything, not South Africans. 

[Oliver Tambo, addressing the 2nd Pan-African Youth Seminar, August 5-14, 
1961, Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania] 

Introduction 

Four decades of apartheid social engineering have consolidated the social, cultural, 
and political separation of South Africans. Sometimes in collusion with capital the 
state has ensured that the goal of intra-community solidarity (with a view to 
resistance) has been frustrated.1 The particular manifestations of national oppression 
~d economic exploitation, coupled with cultural, linguistic, regional and class 
distinctions, have determined the nature of opposition to apartheid. 

This paper investigates the objective and subjective conditions affecting the 
oppressed communities in Durban and examines the impact these had on the 
development of youth resistance in the I 980s. The fonn of socialisation instigated 

1 Community refers to 'racial and residential communities'. I have reservations using 
'communities' in this way. The enn i!.S used does not suggest high levels of unity and cohesiveness . 
. Nor does it seek to encourage notions of apartheid separatism. · 
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under apartheid powerfully influenced the experiences of the youth in general and 
their resistance initiatives in particular. In a study of youth organisations in South 
Africa, Shaun Johnson has claimed that in the social struggles of the 1980s, youth 
'were both the motor of the rebellion, and its outriders'. 2 The dominant trends in 
youth activism were characterised by a complex mixture of political maturity, 
passionate commitment and at times misdirected militancy. 

The Durban Metropolitan Region encompasses several different local 
governments within Natal and stretches into the KwaZulu homeland; 'it straddles 
the developed and developing wortd, both administratively and in the range of 
problems it faces'.3 Thus the Durban Metropolitan Region suffe13 from the typical 
problems facing major 'First World' cities (pollution, traffic congestion, and urban 
sprawl) as well as those afflicting cities of the 'Third World'. The latter cities have 
such problems as high population growth rates among the lower-income groups 
and a lack of physical services.4 In addition, the distortions of apartheid and the 
legacy of political violence have compounded existing social complexities. In 1982 
Durban's population was said to exceed 2.5 million people, S2 per cent of whom 
were African, 25 per cent Indians, 18 percent Whites and 3 percent 'Coloureds'.5 

Youth resistance grew rapidly in the l 980s and developed a higher degree of 
sophistication than was previously seen. A major concern of this article is to 
discuss the difficulties encountered by youth organisations and activists. Such an 
approach will also illustrate the enormity of the tasks involved in post-apartheid 
reconstruction and, in panicular, the role played by racial identities and class 
cleavages in their ideological and physical manifestations. 

Sociologist, Vladimir Kultygin, a specialist in international youth movements, 
has noted that: · 

Although youth is universal as a definite stage in life. its social status has a 
concrete historical and class nature and depends on tlie social system, culture. 
socialisation processes and mechanisms intrinsic to a given society as a whole, 
and also on the concrete class and stratum to which this or that young person 
belongs.6 

Much that has been written about youth in the 1980s implied that youth 
constituted some kind of monolithic bloc; there was inadequate attention given to 
more subtle and complex forces affecting young people. 7 In the liberal and media 
usage, 'youth' tended to signify anyone who was engaged in 'unrest', mostly 

2 Shaun Johnson. '"The Soldiers of Luthuli-: Youth in the Politics of Resistance in South 
Africa', in Shaun Johnson (ed.). Sourh Africa; No Turni11.~ Back (London. 1988), p. 94. 

3 Gavin Maasdorp. · informal housing and informal employment: case studies in 1he Durban 
Metropoliian Region·. in David M Smith (ed.). Lil'ing Under Aparrh~id (London. 1982). p. 144. 

4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Vladimir Kultygin. Yourh and Politics (Moscow. Progress Publishers. 1987). p. 13. 
7 Jeremy Seekings. ·Political Mobilisation in the Black Townships of the Transvaar. in Philip 

Frankel et al (eds). State Resisrance and Change in Souch Africa (London. 1988). p. 218 . 
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younger than thirty, and unemployed.8 Its failure to disaggregate the category led to 
unproductive generalisations. In South African society, the most essential 
distinctions centre around race and class, though gender, age, religion, language and 
'occupational categories' are also imponant. 

The youth can be divided into at least five categories: primary, secondary and 
tertiary (university, college, technikon) students, the unemployed, and workers. 
Depending on racial divisions, bur also on the class composition of particular 
communities, these categories rake qualitatively distinct fonns. These qualitative 
differences are determined by contrasting structural conditions, ranging from the 
specific nature of the built environment to the various types of control mechanisms 
deployed by the local state. 

The Structural Context of Youth Experience 

The nature of urban existence ensured that the struggles in which black 
communities were engaged were essentially around the built environment.9 For the 
students the struggles took place in and around the schools, universities and 
colleges, for the unemployed, the streets of the townships or the city, and for the 
workers, the workplace. These physical constructions often reflected the 
differentiation and discord within the youth constituency. 

Stratifications within the education system (racial and otherwise) presented 
primary and secondary school students with an uneven educational terrain. 10 

Varying budgetary allocations on a racial basis, a myriad of education departments, 
dissimilar curicula and a lack of non-racial school sporting leagues ensured that 
there was virtually no interaction between primary and high school students across 
the racial divide. In 1984, Indian and 'Coloured' education departments were 
transferred from separate education departmentS to the Indian and ' Coloured' Houses 
in the Tricamexal Parliament. African education in the city was divided even further. 
Townships such as Umlazi and K waMashu, which were part of KwaZulu, bad their 
schools administered by the Bantustan authorities in Ulundi. In the Port Natal 
Adminisrration Board townships, such as Lamootville and Chesterville, educational 
needs were met directly by the Department of Education and Training which catered 
for Africans in 'whire areas'. 

The ideological agenda of the state varied somewhat under the different 
departments. The hegemonic actors in the Indian and 'Coloured' systems were pre
occupied with maintaining prevailing stability. They wished to legitimate 
participation politics and politicians, and saw schools as important bases to 
control. In KwaZulu students were required to take a course, euphemistically 
entitled 'Good Citizenship\ which propagated the programme of lnkatha and 
attacked the effons of the liberation movement. 11 The education systems attempted 

8 lbid. 
9 Seekings. 'Polilical Mobilisation in the Black Towru;bips of the Transvaal'. p. 201. 
lO Rar:e Relations Survey. (Johannesburg, SAIRR, 1987), pp. 427-9. 
11 .Praisley Mdluli. ·1nkalha' s Peoples' Education'. Transformarion. 5 (1987), pp. 60- 77. 
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to indoctrinate children in apartheid values and to legitimate the status quo by 
inviting pro-government politicians to school functions. asking the Navy Band to 
perform at schools, raising the flag on 'historically significant' days, and 
attempting to popularise the national anthem (Die Stem), and so on. 

Although the state's general strategy prevailed in most communities, the ways in 
which it was applied varied. as did its effects upon students. It was probably least 
successful among African youth, at both primary and high schools, and most 
effective amongst Indians and •coloureds', because of the greater degree of political 
awareness and militancy in African areas. 

The divided education system ensured that the struggles among black students 
were equally divided. 'Coloured' and Indian resistance lagged behind their African 
counterparts. The President of the Congress of South African Students {COSAS), 
Lulu Johnson, noted in 1986: 

Now we are confronted with a situation in which our counterparts in the ·coloured' 
and 'Indian' communities will be expected to show their contribution. Therefore at 
this conference we must not allow 'Coloured' and 'lndian· education systems to be 
treated as separate entities of our struggles. 12 

Nevertheless 'Coloured' and Indian education in the Durban. Metropolitan Region 
for the most pan did remain separate and and were noted for their 'stability'. 

With growing unemployment in the region, this became increasingly significant 
to the youth. Traditionally, township youth organisations had focused on students 
and their concerns. By 1982 there was a -growing acknowledgement on the part of 
youth leaders that it was necessary to organise unemployed youth. In fact many 
leading youth activists were themselves jobless. However African youth in 
particular viewed educational struggles as more important and as offering the 
greatest mobilisational and organisational possibilities. The lack of security and the 
different pressures on the unemployed made organising them difficult. In numerous 
situations, however, the 'lumpen youth' were the major force in mini-insurrect
ionary activity, provoking government accusations that such protests were the 
work of thugs rather than legitimate political protest. At the same time, the 
inability of unemployed youth to engage in sustained organisational activity, given 
their daily struggle for survival , hampered their preparedness to join youth 
organisations.13 Generally, Indian and ·Coloured' unemployed were more likely to 
be supported by family incomes, than were African youth, and provided they had 
been previously employed they could acquire minimal state unemployment benefits 
more easily than could their African counterpans. 

During this period. ever-growing_material dissatisfaction detennined the nature of 
resistance. As Mark Swilling wrote: 

The new generation of African youth was the product of the alienated environment 
of the sprawling impoverished townships; a system of education that was designed 

12 Lulu Johnson. 'Studcni·s Struggles'. Speech to the NECC Confere[l(:c, March 1986. 
Chatsworth, Durban. 
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to train them for wage labour; an economy that could no longer provide them with 
sufficient job opportunities; and a culture of political quiescence that tbey had 
begun to reject. 14 

Social indicators in the I 980s also poin_ted to a growth in youth suicides, 
alcoholism, drug addiction and gang violence.15 

School students and unemployed youth experienced virtually no interaction 
across the racial divide. However, the gradual relaxation of rigid racially-based 
admissions at tertiary institutions offered tertiary student activists the possibility of 
translating their non-racial rhetoric into non-racial action. Moreover, an increasing 
number of students were able to reside on campus. Tertiary students, the smallest 
constituency among the youth, were a significant political force especially in those 
communities neighbouring the various institutions of higher learning. 

High-intensity political activity on campuses stimulated rapid political awareness 
and commitment. Colin Bundy has. suggested that: 

The political education of school or college students is often spectacularly rapid. 
Initial involvement over local issues translates into activism that links up with 
broader, non-educational movements. Of particular importance in this shift arc 
'alternative' educational activities, through which students not only become 
ex.posed to critical thought, but which also challenge in their everyday practice the 
most immediate hierarchies that confront them.16 

However, the vastly different socialisation processes undergone by African, Indian 
and 'Coloured' youth influenced their political perspectives at tertiary institutions. 
Although reflecting the greatest level of non-racial interaction, the campuses were 
still plagued with a host of difficulties. 

The significance of young workers increased steadily after the historic 1973 
Durbao workers• strikes. In some areas· workers served as a vital link between 
youth organisations and the trade unions. Some analyses suggested that the.re were 
two 'poles' to township resistance: the 'youth' and the 'workers'.17 This 
construction, however, blurs the distinction between old and young workers who 
had different familial responsibilities. lifestyles and political attitudes. 

Apart from age distinctions, racial differences were manifest in the workplaces. 
The workplace has been structured according lo a racial hierarchy, with whites at 
the top, Indians and 'Coloureds' next, and Africans at the bottom. 18 Many 
managements have deliberately fostered this hierarchy as a method of control. 

13 interview, S.Guu. by J. FJC<!crikse, September 1987, Harare. 
14 Mark Swilling, 'The Politics of Stalemate' in Frankel et al (eds), State ResistaJ1ce a11d Change 

in SoL1tlr A.frica , p. 4. 
IS Daily Nn+is, 14 May 1986. 
16 Colin Bundy. ·sueet Sociology and Pavement Politics; Aspects of Youth and Student 

Resistance in Cape Town. 1985' . ]Qurr,al of Southern African Studies, 13, 3 (April 1987). p. 304. 
17 Seekings, 'Political Mobilisation in the Black: Townships of the Transvaal._ pp. 218-219. 
13 Race Relations Survey. (Johannesburg, SAIRR, !987), pp. 716-9 . 

.. 



148 Journal of Southern African Studies 

Historically, most Indian and 'Coloured' workers belonged to the conservative 
Trade Union Council of South Africa. However, in the l 970s, large numbers of 
African workers began joining the democratic trade union movement, the growth of 
which contributed to the demise of the Trade Union Council of South Africa in 
1986. Consequently, many Indian and 'Coloured' workers. especially the youth, 
joined the two major federations, the National Council of Trade Unions and the 
Congress of South African Trade Unions. 19 

Prelude to the Eighties 

Faced with what had appeared to be insurmountable difficulties of independent 
organisation, black students of the 1960s joined the National Union of South 
African Students. In 1969, following a period of frustration with what was 
perceived 10 be the liberal paternalism and limited possibilities of resistance within 
the National Union of South African Students, Steve Biko led a break-away to 
fonn the South African Students• Organisation which would be exclusively black 
and would propound the the ideology of Black Consciousness, which was dominant 
in the 1970s. South African Students' Organisation members were divided, 
however, over the establishment of an exclusively black organisation. On the one 
hand, some were concerned with being labelled racist. On the .other hand, some 
feared that the South African Students' Organisation would become an 'amorphous 
coUection' of Africans, Indians, and 'Coloureds'. 

Following his experience as a medical student at the University of Natal (the 
only institution in South Africa where lndians, Africans and 'Coloureds' were 
housed together) Biko had seen the beneficial effects of working alongside all black 
students.20 A South African Students' Organisation editorial in 1970 urged blacks 
to seek common ground: 'By all means be proud of your Indian heritage, of your 
African culture, but make sure that in looking around for somebody to kick at, 
choose the fellow who is sitting on your neck•. 21 

Cultural differences continued to influence the relationships between black youth. 
However Kogila Moodley observed that by the late 1970s, ' In the educational 
sphere, the increasing direct identification of Indian and Afrkan students, in spite of 
separate education, has been noticeable'.22 She continued: 

Although officially the Black Peoples Congress (sic) cannot show significant 
numbers of Indians as members, due to fear of political repercussions. the idioms 
and essential message of this movement have penetrated the minds o f a significant 

111 Kumi Naidoo. ·Trade Union Politics: The South African Eltperience (1973-1986)'. HonOUfS 
thesis. Univcrsitv of Durban WeStville, 1987. 

20 Quoted in ·Barr, MS: 'To Sing of Africa: The BC Movement of Sourh Africa (1969-1977)". 
Yale, Senior History Essay, 1987, p.6. 

21 Quoted in Barr, ibid .• p. 13. 
22 Kogila Moodley, 'The Ambivalence of Survival Politics in Indian-African Relations· in 

Bridglal Pachai (ed.). South Africa's Indians: Th~ E,·olution of o Mitioi-iry (Washington. D.C., 
1979}, p. 454. 
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number of university students and, to an even greater extent, high school 
students.23 

Nevenheless, Indian and 'Coloured' secondary students in the 1970s were not 
involved in significant resistance. 

Durban did not feature prominently in the 1976 student uprisings even though 
there were both university and high school boycotts in some African communities. 
There were anempts in some 'Coloured' high schools to join the protest but they 
did not come to fruition.24 The Indian schools in Durban were virtually untouched 
by the events of the period, although at university level Indian students were more 
active. Thus, Moodley observed that in the aftermath of the Soweto riots, well over 
half the black students arrested by the police in Durban for distributing pamphlets 
were lndian.25 Moreover, while nationally youth shunned Gatsha Buthelezi's 
overtures for normality and calm, Durban's African youth appeared generally 
unwilling to risk generational conflict Their parents, many of whom supponed 
Buthelezi, were urged by him not to allow their children to participate in the 
boycotts. 26 

The propaganda of the South African Students' Organisation reached 
communities and influenced township youth, however. The South African Student 
Movement, the schools' organisation, worked alongside the ~outh African 
Students' Organisation, although school students acted largely on their own 
initiative. Because university student groups had greater resources than township 
students, the latter tried to develop bonds, in order to facilitate unity and their own 
advance.27 Thus, while school students prided themselves on their independence, 
they were not averse to the idea of consultation and joint action with their 
university counterparts.28 At the same time, the South African Students' 
Organisation (and in the 1980s the Azanian Students' Organisation and the Azanian 
Student Movement) were making periodic forays into certain schools to promote 
high school student organisation.29 

The 1980s ushered in an era of even greater hardship for urban dwellers. Political 
restructuring, economic recession, increasing levels of unemployment, and 
unaffordable social services characterised the period. In the 'formal' townships of 
Durban, there were intense battles over education, transport costs, rents, water 
fines, and the incorporation of Port Natal Administration Board townships into 
KwaZulu. Deteriorating material conditions in the ' informal settlements' increased 

23 Kogila Moodley, 'The Ambivalence of Survival' . p, 444. 
24 Interview. Clteryl Roberts, SACOS activ ist, 18 June 1988, London. 
25 Kogila Moodley, 'The Ambivalence of Survival'. p. 454. 
26 Alan Brooks and Jeremy Brick.hill, Whirlwind Befort the Storm {London. 1980), p.131. 
27 ln1erview. Kovin Naidoo. 16 January 1988, Harare, Zimbabwe. 
28 Interview, M.Oiseko, first SASM Gen.. Secretary. December 1988, Oxford. 
29 Intervkw, Ziba Jiyane. New Haven, CT, USA, 17 October 1988 .. 
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the pressure on already scarce and sometimes non-existent resources. This was 
coupled with growing insecurity over land tenure in a number of areas.3° 

In this context youth activists from different social, political and religious 
backgrounds were struggling to develop a programme to deal with the various 
concerns relevant to their constituencies. There was a growing acknowledgement 
that divisions among the youth needed to be addressed in order to build a unified 
youth movement capable of confronting increasingly urgent political challenges.31 

It was noted that most youth had few economic restrictions, in the sense that their 
families were often not dependent on their incomes. 'They have nothing to lose and 
the future to gain' ,32 was a persuasive slogan of political activists. Growing 
poverty, little prospect of eventual employment, and an intense politicisation of 
society further provided an incentive for youth. particularly African youth, to 
engage in the politics of resistance. 

Accelerated Politicisation in a Period of Rising Resistance 

In 1980 fourteen-year-old Andrew Zondo, of a devoutly Christian family, was a 
High Schoo) student in KwaMashu. As his school was drawn into the widespread 
school protests of that year, he participaced in the boycotrs.33 This action, in the 
context of the times, proved to be profoundly significant for the lives of Andrew 
and many of his contemporaries. He became a member of COSAS and later the 
African National Congress (ANC). In 1986, he was hanged, aged nineteen, for an 
act of sabotage in which civilians were killed. 

In 1980 Lenny Naidu was a sixteen-year-old, of a devoutly Hindu family, and a 
student at Chatsworth High School. His first political activity came from his 
participation in the same school boycotts and the necessity to 'fight for equal 
education'. In 1983 he joined the local youth organisation, Helping Hands. and at 
twenty became the secretary of the Residents ' Association. 34 Having earlier gone 
into exile, Lenny and eight other African youth from Durban were killed by 
security forces near the Swaziland border in June 1988. It was claimed they were an 
ANC commando infiltrating the country.35 

Despite their dramatic ending, the lives of Andrew and Lenny reflect the impact 
of the 1980 school boycotts on the development of politica] consciousness among 
black students. In the Indian and 'Coloured' high schools there had been large•scale 
participation in the boycotts. The 'Coloured' Bechet High was one of the first 
schools in Durban to erupt into protesc action. Some argued that this was a result 
of "'Coloured" solidarity' since the boycotts had been initiated by 'Coloured' 

30 Jo Beall et al, ' African Women in the Durban Struggles. 1985-1986: Towards a 
Transformation of Goals', South African Re1•in,• Four \Johannesburg. 1988). p. 94. 

31 Author's panicipant observations. 
32 Interview, South African Youth Congress {SAYCO), State of the Nation. South African 

Students' Press Union {SASPUJ, Johannesburg, April 1987. 
33 F. Meer, The Trio/ of Andrew ZCndo; A SociologiC'al lns(~/11 (Johannesburg. 1987). p. 27. 
34 Lenny Naidu and 1he writer were intimate friends. 
3S Sunday Time:s Exira, 25 June 1988. 
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students in Cape Town.36 However the boycott represented the first mass action 
taken by youth from all the oppressed communities in Durban. In most African 
townships the boycotts resulted in a boost to COSAS. In some Indian and 
'Coloured' areas youth organisations began to take root. 

The genesis and the development of tnese youth organisations followed various 
paths and were influenced by many factors: the politicising effect of the boycotts, 
religious influences, teachers' initiatives, the need to 'do something useful and 
worthwhile', and the very absence of youth organisations. 37 At the same time, 
certain influential activists, particularly from the Indian community, felt that Indian 
and 'Coloured' youth were not ready for as politicised an organisation as COSAS.38 

The case of Helping Hands illustrates the point.39 Following the boycotts, 
students at Chatsworth High became frustrated with their 'inability to engage in 
follow-up activity. The students chose to engage in a relief campaign to aid drought 
victims in rural KwaZulu. The major stimulus was the desire to identify with the 
plight of African .people whom they perceived as facing a predicament significantly 
graver than their own.40 

The student leaders accepted that there were issues that required attention within 
their immediate constituency but identification with the African community was in 
itself perceived as being 'more political' and hence more attractive. 41 Various fund· 
raising activities were organised 'for charity'. However when the principal refused 
to allow the funds to be donated to the KwaZulu Drought Fund, the students 
formed Helping Hands, outside the control of the school authorities, to take up the 
campaign. Thus the intransigence of a conservative school principal became the 
catalyst in the formation of Helping Hands; the organisation went on to produce 
many committed activists.42 

These emergent youth organisations had to be very diplomatic in their approach. 
The choice of the welfare-orientated name Helping Hands was partly determined by 
the prevailing attitudes amongst Indians. Students who had played a leading role in 
the boycotts were usually in the forefront of these initiatives. However they played 
down the political content of their activities, forestalling the possible alienation of 
their parents and the 'scaring away' of potential members.43 

In the African areas, particularly in those controlled by the KwaZulu 
government, the greatest impediment to · participation in the boycotts was the 
collective repression exercised by Inkatha and th_e police. For Buthelezi's Inkatha 
the student activism of May-June 1980 represented a threat. The Inkatha Youth 
Brigade failed to assert control over the student struggles in Durban and there was 

36 Natal Indian Congress sources. 
37 Interview, Kovin Naidoo. 
38 Interview. Kovin Naidoo. (UDF/NIC sources). 
39 The writer presided over Helping Hands from 1980-1986. 
4o lnterView. Rubin Pather. New Haven. USA, 21 December 1988. 
41 Interview. Kovin Naidoo. 
42 Helping Hands members served sentences in prison, were detained under Stales of Emergency 

and forced into exile. 
43 lmerview, Prabashnf Naicker, November 1990. Durban. 
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little evidence of their presence.44 Since there appeared to be total suppon for the 
boycott at its height, the Inkatha Youth Brigade members were at least outwardly 
supportive or sympathetic to the initiative.45 lnkatha's attempt to break the boycott 
in KwaMashu by using their impis in a violent campaign became a major turning 
point in Natal politics and for Buthelezi's standing within the liberation 
movement. 

If adults had begun to organise civic organisations on a substantial level outside 
the ambit of lnkatha 's influence, this ·would have contributed to the students• 
initiatives, Instead, attempts to organise COSAS were plagued with difficulties. 
COSAS organisers had to be tactful; for example, student leader Sikhonzi Gazu's 
recruiters did not raise political questions immediately: 

I was told nothing that was concerning policies. I was told that it's a student 
organisation which is concerned about student affairs ... getting proper facilities 
and other things [that] are required to improve education.46 

However, he soon realised that 'we cannot divorce education and politics'. Such a 
transition from student issues to political questions was slower among Indian and 
'Coloured' than among African youth, This was partly due to the higher levels of 
repression faced by African youth, which, in some cases, accelerated politicisation. 

During the boycotts some measure of coordination across the racial divide was 
achieved via the Natal Schools Action Committee, a hastily-formed coalition of 
tertiary and secondary school representatives. This was one of the first attempts at 
non-racial youth coordination in the 1980s. However, this unity was undennined 
by a visit of an Indian and ' Coloured' delegation to the Minister of Internal Affairs 
to present a list of educational demands for all South Africans.47 Neither the 
delegation nor the demands presented had been sanctioned properly by the Natal 
Schools Action Committee. 48 The failure to consolidate the Committee weakened 
future student and youth struggles in the region. Another shortcoming was the 
minimal participation of unemployed youth, workers and parents in the protests. 
Consequently, a seed of class and generational conflict was sown at the start of the 
decade. 

lnkatha Youth Brigade: From Confusion to Collaboration. 

The lnkatha Youth Brigade was formed in 1976:49 By the mid-1980s the Youth 
Brigade had earned the title of 'outsiders' from the youth movement, because it had 

44 Gerhard Mare and Georgina Hamihon, An Appetite for Po...,er: Burhelezi' s lnkatha and S0111h 
Africa (Johannesburg. 1987). pp. 186-187. 

45 Peta-Ann Teague. 'A Study of lnkatha YeSizwe's Approach to Youth, With Specific Reference 
to the Movement's You1h Brigade'. unpub. BA Hons disse.nation, UCT, 1983, p.44. 

46 Interview, Skhonzi Ga:zu, by J. Frederikse, Harare. September 1987 .. 
_ 47 Interview, Salim Badal, by J. Frederikse, Harare, 1985. 
48 Natal Indian Congress sources. 
49 Mare and Hamilton, An ~ppetiu for Power, p.68. 
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fallen completely under the jurisdiction of the President of Inkatha, Gatsha 
Buthelezi.50 Buthelezi, who once described COSAS as 'the youth gone mad', 
appointed the chair of the Inkatha Youth Brigade. It claimed half a million 
members by 1986 and over 600 000 by the beginning of 1988. It was said that the 
highest proportion of lnkatha's general membership, some 38 per cent. came from 
the lnkatha Youth Brigade. The accuracy of these figures is questionable, however. 
McCaul notes that the figures included 'not only paid-up members, but also those 
who have resigned, died or failed to renew subscriptions' .51 The figures also 
included those who were coerced into joining either through the direct use of force 
or because they feared disqualification from using K wazulu services. 52 

Iakatha Youth Brigade membership was also significantly lower than that 
claimed. The primary avenue of Inkatha Youth Brigade recruitment was the school 
system administered by the KwaZulu government. This explains the almost total 
absence of Inkatha youth activity in the Port Natal Administration Board 
townships, where Inkatha did not enjoy a privileged position. NASCO President 
Skhonzi Gazu lamented: 'Initially in Lamontville there's no lnkatha existence, but 
we do have experience of lnkatha trying to attack the township. Fortunately they 
couldn't come in, but in other townships, COSAS has been severe[lyJ affected'.53 

From its inception lnkatha worked tirelessly to recruit yourh; its critics charged 
that its intention was to contain and repress any youth activities which did not 
conform to its programme. Others argued that lnkatha was 'primarily a vehicle for 
an older and more conservative generation•, which was attempting to mould the 
youth in its own image.54 

According to Ziba Jiyane, the first national administrative secretary of the 
lnkatha Youth Brigade, when it was originally formed it was widely believed that it 
was necessary to work within the system as a means of convenience. However, 
after conflicts with Buthelezi over his 'collaborative and reactionary tendencies•, an 
antagonism developed between leading Inkatha Youth Brigade members and 
Buthelezi. The latter persecuted Jiyane and others, who were forced out of the 
organisation, and in some cases into exile.55 

Throughout the 1980s Inkatha attempted to undermine school boycotts, and tried 
to control student involvement in consumer boycotts and stayaways.56 The 
affiliation of youth organisations to the United Democratic Front (UDF) was also 
perceived by Inkatha as a threat. Outside rural KwaZulu, lnkatba had insignificant 
support among young blacks . Although youth activists were concerned about its 
ability to co-opt unemployed youth by offering material incentives, Inkatha Youth 
Brigade's potential constituency remained unsettled by what was perceived as 

SO Johnson, p. 149. 
51 McCaul, in Frankel er al (eds). State Resistance and Change in South Africa , p. 149. 
52 M;,..aJa, Chief with a Douf>le Agenda (London, 1988). 
53 Interview. Skhoozi Gnu. 
54 Roger SoUihall. Butlrelezi, p. 457. 
55 lnren,jew, Ziba Jiyane. · 
56 Ari Sitas. 'Ina/Ida, August 1985: Wllere Wealth and Power and Blood Reign Worshipped Gods' 
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lnkatha's persistent ambiguity and inconsistency over important political issues.57 
By 1981 a discernible shift away from Inkatha could be perceived as various 
organisations began co campaign on a platform of non-racial national Wlity. 

In 1981 the government planned elaborate nationwide celebrations to 
commemorate the twentieth anniversary of the founding of the Republic, which led 
to nacional protests by the newly emergent anti-apartheid organisations. The 1981 
Anti-Republic Day campaigns witnessed sporadic, uncoordinated school boycotts in 
many of lhe communities. The most severe repressive action occurred in the Indian 
schools when Gabriel. Krog, Director of Indian Education, expelled 500 students for 
participating in boycotts.58 

The failure of the 1981 Anti-Republic Day boycotts to engage the majority of 
students in the region, together with the subsequent victimisation of activists, had 
an adverse effect on future high school resistance among Indian students. Although 
the campaign for reinstatement of the students raised the awareness of those parents 
whose children had been expeJied, by and large, the majority of students and parents 
were intimidated. The message was loud and clear - boycott and risk expulsion. 

The student movement in this period included COSAS at the high school level 
and the Azanian Students' Organisation at the tertiary level. COSAS was banned in 
1985 and was replaced by the federally-structured NASCO; the Azanian Students' 
Organisation underwent a name change to SANSCO in December l 986 with the 
intention of distancing itself from the Black Consciousness Movement and its 
successor, AZAPO. The Azanian Stu.dent Movement, formed in 1983 and affiliated 
to AZAPO, did not have a significant presence in any of the Durban townships. As 
Patrick Laurence wrote at the time: 

{The BCM] does not loom as large an extra-parliamentary opposition force as its 
predecessor ... Nor does Azapo's partner, the Azanian Studems· Movement 
(AZASM), hold the same sway over black university campuses and high schools as 
the now proscribed SASO (South African Students' Organisation ) and the South 
African Student's Movement did in the mid•l970s.59 

However, by 1987 the Azanian Student Movement had two small branches 
affiliated to the Student Representative Councils at the University of Durban
Westville and the University of Natal (Durban).6<J Ac the Natal Medical School, the 
Azanian Student Movement had no organised presence. The Student Representative 
Council there was affiliated to the Azanian Students' Organisation (SANSCO). 

Structurally there was a major difference between the two student movements. 
The Azanian Student Movement organised both school and tertiary students,61 

COSAS/NASCOC organised in the schools and the Azanian Students' 
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Organisation/SANSCO worked with tertiary students. Joint initiatives across the 
ideological divide were rare and conflict was the norm; however in I 984, during the 
election campaign for the tricame.ral parliament, the Azanian Student Movement 
and the Azanian Students' Organisation united to form an anti-election committee 
at the University of Durban-WestviUe. The banning of the local Student 
Representative Council facilitated this rare occurrence.62 

The Formation of the Youth Forum: An Attempt at Regional 
Coordination 

Nevertheless, in equally divided residential areas activists w~re working towards 
unHy and coordination; _in 1982, for example, COSAS made a plea to school
leavers to create communHy-based fonnations. After the ANC declared 1981 the 
'Year of the Youth', a concerted effort \Vas put into building ideological support for 
young people. Previously some activists had complained that they were regarded 
merely as a workforce to do menial tasks, rather than being able to organise 
independent programmes. In contrast to the 1970s, when Natal was the first area to 
form a regional youth-coordinating structure. it had now become one of the weakest 
regions. The major reasons for this slide were the destabilising initiatives taken by 
Inkatha, coupled with a range of subjective weaknesses within the organisations 
and their leadership. In addition the centres of resistance in the country had shifted 
from Durban. 

Early in 1983, the Black Development Programme of an agency of churches in 
the Durban area convened a meeting of a range of youth organisations. The 
assembly was called as a result of numerous approaches by individual youth 
organisations to Alvin Anthony, coordinator of the Black Development 
Programme. He explained that the appeals for help usually revolved around requests 
for resources and 'Youth Leadership Training Workshops' .63 

This initial meeting attracted about 30 delegates from a broad range of youth 
organisations. COSAS. though not a youth club as such, also participated in the 
discussions. Many of the participants came from nascent youth structures -or even 
organisations that were yet to be created. The ideological and social bases of the 
participants were diverse. Some of the groups were church-based, others were social 
clubs with no overt political programme while the majority were political youth 
groups which were mostly Charterist-aligned. Prior to the meeting there had been 
little emphasis on inter-youth club activity. 

The gathering resolved to unite groups and a steering committee was set up to 
organise a 'Youth Leadership Training Workshop' as an initial step in that 
direction. One major objective o{ tbe workshop was the breaking down of racial 
barriers. lt was the first time that most of the youth present had spent five 
consecutive days with contemporaries from other cultural backgrounds. The 
workshop emphasised the difficulties in breaking down the divisions imposed 

62 The writer was one of the coordinators of this committee. 
63 Notes from Youth Forum meetings. 
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structurally by apartheid - if the gathering of youth leaders itself was· such a 
novelty, then sustained exchange between organised rank-and-file youth would not 
be attained easily. For youth who had not yet been recruited into organisations the 
problem appeared even graver.64 

Though broadly sympathetic, the nascent Youth Forum opted not to affiliate to 
the UDF on its formation on August 20, 1983. It was felt that simply affiliating 
the small memberships of the still nascent and relatively few clubs would not 
benefit the UDF, nor contribute to the formation of a Natal Youth Congress, 
which was the major goal.65 

The other consideration was that the level of political consciousness of the rank
and-file in newly-formed youth clubs indicated that many (especially from the 
Indian and 'Coloured' communities) were not ready for such affiliation. There was a 
distinct difference between the political awareness of leadership and that of rank-and
file in Indian and 'Coloured' organisations. Individual youth groups did however 
affiliate to the UDF directly or, in some cases, 10 both the Youth Foru!ll and the 
UDF. 

This created some tension between those who had affiliated to the UDF and those 
who had not. David Madurai, a Youth Forum organiser noted: 

This was unfonuoate since this decision was not based on an antagonism 10 the 
UDF; rather it was predicated on an assessment that cenain youth organisations bad 
memberships which were not ready for an overt political profile. The leaderships of 
most of the youth groups affiliated to the Youth Forum were ideologically 
suppo11ive of rhe UOF. A few who had a thin veneer of BC were in the minority and 
were not antagonistic to the UOF. 66 

These young activists were beginning to ask questions about ideology, about their 
history and about strategies for political struggle. The Forum attempted to 
encourage this but also supported the campaigns led by the UDF. The majority of 
its members were associated with other UDF affiliates. 

The Forum's constituency was highly differentiated. There were stark differences 
in the material conditions confronting the different groups: access to jobs. resources 
to advance organisation, repression intensities, political history, poverty level, 
education systems. recreational resources, cultural imperatives and so on. In 
Lamontville the level of militancy was high and many youth had left to join the 
ANC.67 In Umlazi, the Youth League was constrained by Inkatha's attempt to 
regain the ground it had lost since 1980. The Chatsworth youth structures were 
operating in much less repressive circumstances but had a rich history of resistance. 
Organising was affected both by a greater sense of complacency, and by fear of the 
dangers of involvement in political activity. In the 'Coloured' township of 
Wentworth the situation was similar to that in Chatsworth, with perhaps fewer 

64 The writer was a panicipant in the: workshop. 
65 Discussions with Youth Forum members. 
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67 Lamontville sources. 
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anxieties aboll1 state repression. However, organisation was constrained by a range 
oflocal factors resulting from gang warfare that disunited the youtb,68 However, in 
1985, the high school students in Wentworth/Austerville made history when they 
fonned the first branch of COSAS in a non-African township in Durban. 

In this township as in many others, community-based youth organisation 
became the common meeting ground for school students, tertiary students, 
unemployed youth and young workers. Many student activists were members of 
both COSAS and the local youth organisation. COSAS would have a branch at 
local schools, but would draw its membership from the community-youth structure 
outside the school as well. The presence of an overtly political swdent group 
fostered politicisation and served as a spur to other'youth organisations. 

The community-based youth bodies attempted to provide a political home for the 
unemployed. The failure to consolidate the Congress of South African Trade 
Unions-associated Unemployed Workers Union meant that the unemployed were 
not incorporated into the organisational endeavours of black communities. Some 
young unionised workers were encouraged by the Congress of South African Trade 
Unions' leadership to join youth organisations in the communities in which they 
lived, and when Congress of South African Trade Unions formed its 'locals•, youth 
organisations were invited to participate in them as observers.69 ('Locals' catered 
for workers from different workplaces in the same area). However the day-to-day 
pressures of working-class life generally militated against their energetic 
participation in youth resistance. 

In January 1984 COSAS convened a national gathering of youth organisations; 
the participation of Natal delegates was facilitated by the Youth Forum. The 
conference initiated the long process towards the formation of the South African 
Youth Congress in March 1987. Some delegates were of the view that the national 
body should be formed at that conference. It was decided that this would be 
premature since most of the regions were still weak on the ground. One delegate 
quoted Cabral, 'Tell no lies, claim no easy victories', arguing against organisations 
with grand national names but with shaky infrastructure at the grassroots level. 
Durban delegates supponed this argument. 7° This outcome was repeated at a 
national indaba convened in January 1985.71 

In 1984 youth organising was neglected in favour of full-scale participation in 
campaigns against the new constitution, the tricameral · parliament and the 
Koomhof Bills. At the grassroots level, day-to-day activities diminished to make 
space for various tasks around these campaigns, and youth coordination was 
affected. However some groups reiterated the imponance of sustaining organisation 
and keeping it on course. In these cases the nwturing of the less politicised youth 
continued despite the pressing tasks of the campaign against the tricameral 
elections, possibly one of the most significant political campaigns of the decade. 

68 Weniwonh Improvement Project (WIP) sources. 
69 COSA TU. Durban sources. 
70 The writer was a Natal delegate at this conference. 
71 National you!h meeting, Umgababa, NataJ., January 1985, . 

... 



158 Journal of Southern African Studies 

Youth Forum activists argued that the mobilisational and organisational 
imperatives of the time should be balanced, and those organisations that achieved 
this balance between day-to-day tasks and participation in the campaign emerged 
strengthened after the August elections.72 

During these campaigns there were attempts to work across the racial divide, 
with some measure of success; such exchange was made easier by the government's 
decision to schedule the 'Coloured' and Indian elections on different days.73 In the 
aftermath of the elections the Youth Forum decided to embark on a process of 
decentralisation in order to deepen grassroots structures and encourage sub-regional 
interaction. These sub-regional experiments offered possibilities for non-racial 
praxis among the various youth groups around Durban. The Youth Forum 
aggressively promoted democratic practices, shared and accountable leadership, 
decentralisation of tasks, and the sharing of skills acquired in the process of 
struggle. Youth leaders saw the organisations as important bases for the 
development of an effective, well-skilled, well-trained, disciplined cadre of activists 
for present and future resistance. 74 

In 1985 Natal participated in the UN International Year of the Youth by holding 
a successful regional conference on the theme of 'Non-Racial Y ouch Unity'. 15 The 
Natal International Year of the Youth committee arranged to mount the. programme 
for the year while the Youth Forum was to prepare for a Natal regional youth 
structure, which would participate in the launch of a national youth organisation. 

By March 1986 the Youth Forum had decided to affiliate to the UDF and to work 
towards the launch of the Natal Youth Congress that year, on the grounds that 
enough progress had been made in the development of its affiliates to justify these 
moves. Two months later the Natal Youth Congress interim committee was 
elected, bringing together all the groups affiliated to the Youth Forum and the 
International Year of the Youth Committee. Despite this merger cleavages within 
regional and national UDF-aJigned movements, including allegations of cabalism 
and undemocratic praqices, filtered down and resulted in tensions at the very 
inception of the Natal Youth Congress. 76 

The achievement of a coordinating youth body in Natal was hindered not only by 
different economic, political and socio-cultural differences among the various 
communities, but also by the deliberate exacerbation of these cleavages by the 
state. The organisation was further constrained by the difficulty of creating a 
progressive practice which might incorporate the majority of the youth in the 
region. 

72 Youth Forum minutes and discussions with Youth Forum activists. 
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- Inanda, 1985: No Steps Forward, Many Steps Backwards 

1985 saw African school students across the country out in protest. They were 
rejecting an inferior educational system, the increased presence of the anny in their 
schools and the continual curtailment of even the limited opportunities offered by 
white minority rule. In Natal, however, Inkatha leaders were determined 10 keep the 
schools running normally. COSAS, the largest affiliate of the UDF both 
nationa1ly and in Natal, was the backbone of UDF support in the townships; the 
widespread protests and boycotts initiated in many Durban African townships in the 
early days of August 1985 were sparked in fact by the assassination of Victoria 
Mxenge, regional treasurer of the UDF. 

The murder of Mxenge and the recently-imposed partial state of emergency led 
the Durban student movement to organise a mass demonstration in the city centre 
on 2 August 1985, one of the most unified. cross-racial resistance initiatives in the 
decade. The police were caught unprepared, and their reaction was tempered because 
the demonstration was timed to coincide with Friday lunchtime, when there were 
many white shoppers around. 77 

The illegality of the action marked a break with the tactic that required above
ground student resistance to keep within the confines of legality. In any event the 
stringent regulations of the states of emergency that followed would have made 
such a tactic difficult to continue. But the significance of the protest did not lie 
simply in the venture beyond the boundaries of the law. The protest ensured 
collective action by both Durban campuses and the COSAS branches from the 
'formaJ' African townships involving close to 3,500 people.78 Furthennore the 
protest was characterised by non-racialism, by tJ1e extension of the conflict into the 
'white city', and by at least a semblance of unity across the ideological divide, 
given the participation of the small Black Consciousness presence in Durban. In 
addition, there were posters proclaiming support for the ANC and the South 
African Communist Party despite their illegality. 79 Months before all this would 
have been unthinkable. This high point was not to last long, however. 

In 1985 in the informal shack settlements of Inanda, what had started as a 
genuinely anti-state protest finally took the form of reactionary ethnic strife. 
Initially, the protests had the support of students and unemployed youth in the 
various communities. While the students were sometimes members of COSAS, or 
at least identified with it, the unemployed youth had little o rganisational 
identification. These protests were met by severe police reprisals, followed by an 
equally brutal assault by lnkatha. In the larger KwaZulu-controlled townships the 
use of coercion ensured the domination of lnkatha. 

It was soon evident that students were no longer the leading actors.80 As one 
commentator observed, at lnanda: 
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... two disturbed streams merged into an uncomained torrent. The first was of local 
origin, the cumulative strife, deprivation and uncertainty of the unorganised poor; 
the second, the highly politicised revolt of the youth ..... What can be described as 
'lumpen' youth from Inanda took up and Jed where the students had left off.81 

These destructive occurrences set back the democratic movement tremendously. As 
the youth attacked what they perceived to be symbols of power, some looted shops 
belonging to Indians and Africans. This violence spilled over into attacks against 
Indian homes in the area, resulting in fear and inter-racial antagonism. 

Some newspaper accounts and academic analyses dismissed the conflict as the 
actions of 'lumpen youth' and 'hooligans'. The situation was clearly more 
complex, however, and requires greater examination. The degree of youth unem~ 
ployment was particularly high, making the lumpen component a crucial influence 
within the settlement's young. There was ' also an overlay of generational confiict, 
as youth came to be identified with the UDF and adults with a more conservative 
disposition and Inkatha'.82 The events of lnanda re-emphasised the need for the 
incorporation and full participation of unemployed youth in the social life of their 
communities. The aftermath of the violence at Inanda and the imposition of the 
State of Emergency in June 1986 caused progressive organisations to retreat; there 
was thus a subsequent decline in organised youth activity. 

Spontaneity vs Consciousness: The Move From Mobilisation to 
Organisation 

At Inanda what was essentially a protest against the state had degenerated into 
internecine strife. The building of a unified front was affected adversely, especially 
between the African and Indian communities. The spontaneous nature of the events 
at Inanda and the inability of the democratic movement to direct and channel them 
in a productive manner, provoked serious self examination among resistance 
organisations. Given the unpredictability of 'spontaneity', progressive initiatives 
could be open to misdirection and even to manipulation by the state and forces such 
as Inkatha. 

There were two ways in which youth organisations lost contact with the mass of 
their constituency. One was to 'nm ahead', that was, to go faster or fut1her than the 
youth could be persuaded to follow, or to advocate a course correct in itself, for 
which their constituency was not adequately prepared and the necessary local 
conditions were lacking. The other was to 'lag behind', that is, to fail to go as far 
as the youth might have been incited to go.83 Sound leadership was expected to 
steer a middle-course and endeavour to avoid both errors. 

Nevertheless, given the absence of common objective conditions in oppressed 
communities, the problem was greatly exacerbated. Youth leaders in the African 
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communities sometimes ' lagged behind' the African youth in townships elsewhere 
in the country, whereas in virtuaUy the same geographical space, Indian and 
'Coloured' youth leaders tended to 'run ahead' of their own constituency. This 
tendency was prompted by rhe contact be1ween 'Coloured' and Indian leaders and 
between them and African youth, which led the former to attempt to emulate what 
they saw as the more desirable political practice that prevailed among African 
youth. The reverse occurred also, however, as African leaders became aware of the 
limitations on united action across the racial divide. This realisation tempered their 
own analyses and militancy, and sometimes led them to 'lag behind' their own 
constituencies. 

With the advent of the national state of emergency youth leaders came to stress 
organisation rather than high-profile mobilisation. Mass rallies and other such 
events became an unaffordable luxury. Deep-rooted organisational structures were 
vital for their political survival, especially in the face of the renewed onslaught 
from Inkatha. 

The UDF charged that there was a division of labour between Inkatha and Lhe 
official South African security apparatus in attempting to prevent the growth of 
UDF-aligned youth orgaoisations.84 On l June 1987 control of four police stations 
in Durban was passed to KwaZulu authorities. 85 This brought terror to leading 
youth activists; fear of reprisal was an important factor in determining resistance. 
In the wake of the state of emergency, and its attendant high-risk implications, the 
possibilities of arrest, detention, harassment and death deterred many potential 
youth activists. 

Drawing from the successes and failures of rhe early 1980s, youth leaders who 
had survived the first wave of repression assessed the possibilities of above-ground 
or semi-underground methods. The development of the underground, which had a 
substantial youth component, was often left to specialist underground operatives 
who were directly associated with the ANC. 

Youth leaders realised that they needed to specialise, and to share their knowledge 
and skills with new recruits rapidly and more concertedly. This task was made 
difficult by the high turnover of student activists upon leaving campuses, and to 
some extent by the attrition of youch club members as they took up employment 
within and outside the region. Furthermore the relative mobility of the youth 
constituency meant that as the abilities of important youth leaders were recognised, 
they were often plucked away from their positions within youth organisations and 
moved into other organisations, progressive or otherwise. 

From 1985, as repression intensified, there was a growing tendency among 
activist youth to favour joining Umkhonto we Sizwe. This emerged from 
frustrations with mass organising, particularly under the emergency, and from a 
rising sense of commitment to the ANC. This involvement had serious 
implications, often adverse, for youth organisations. It took considerable effort to 
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develop skills necessary for successful above-ground organising. In many cases 
youth activists were not able to balance the requirements of continued above-ground 
activities with their more militant sentiments and and the demands of underground 
projects. Furthermore it resulted in increased state surveillance of youth 
organisations and often in repressive actions against the general membership. 

The maintenance of a strong above~ground youth movement did not contradict 
ANC aims. In fact the politicisation undertaken by these organisations facilitated 
recruitment into the political and military underground. The view that there was 
1ittle or no relationship between exiled and non-exiled youth is fallacious. Court 
records reveal that in the 1980s a significant numb~r of Durban youth who were 
convicted for being ANC recruits were enlisted and trained within the country and 
were involved to varying extents in above-ground youth activity. As support for 
the ANC rose in the I 980s, the discourse, debates, and experiences of exiled youth 
reached the various townships and educational institutions more easily. In contrast 
to the 1970s, the resurgence of the ANC in the 1980s was fuelled significantly by 
its rising support among increasingly impatient youth. 

Following the imposition of the nationaJ state of emergency it became almost 
impossible for youth organisations in the African areas to meet openly. In the 
Indian and 'Coloured' areas open meetings continued but the political content of 
discussions and activity was muted. A Durban version of a South African Youth 
Congress pamphlet urged: 

Emergency conditions demand new ways of operating. We must come up with new 
methods of carrying the struggle that are going to safeguard us. We must not land 
ourselves into detention because of our failure to adapt. We must not expose 
ourselves to state provocateurs and deviationist elements from leadership to street 
committees. Our vigilance will save our organisation and enable the people to 
intensify the assault. 

The emphasis on caution and adaptability was crucial at a time in which 
organisations were forced to retreat. 

Even though 'unrest' was often spontaneous, protests showed signs of 
organisational coherence. The 'shock troops' of the struggle, as the youth were 
sometimes described, often engaged the police and the army in creative, 
organisationaUy-demanding ways, appropriate to the specificities of local 
conditions. Most black communities experienced state repression during the 1980 
school boycotts. However in the Indian and 'Coloured' communities this was not 
sustained and the lower intensity of police aggression was _commensurate with the 
lower level of militancy prevailing in those communities. 

Most young white men continued to be indoctrinated by the SADF, participating 
in cadet training in special courses run at schools. Individual white youth did 
participate in local oppositional politics but they remained rare exceptions. ln 1987 
the South African Youth Congress expressed the desire to organise white youth, 
following encouraging signs such as the emergence of the End Conscription 
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• Campaign in 1983.86 The National Union of South African Students branch at the 
University of Natal (Durban) had also played an important role in giving youth 
initiatives in the Durban a non-racial character. 

The shift of organisational focus away from the universities and into the 
communities was a positive development. The worker-student aHiance to which 
youthful activists subscribed was best achieved by COSAS. Trade unions preferred 
to link with COSAS because they were township-based and were often the most 
cohesive and powerful force within the various communities.87 

Some youth organisations strove for a harmonious relationship with civic and 
other mass organisations within townships to promote the coordination and 
effectiveness of grassroots struggles. Generational conflicts could be controlled 
only if the different social forces were cohesive. The fonnation of the Lamontville 
Coordinating Committee in 1986 was one attempt to bring togelher the different 
strands of organisation and to work toward greater levels of township unity. In fact 
the youth, via COSAS, played a pivotal role in parent-led civic struggles. For 
example MALA YO, one of the first youth organisations to be fonned, popularised 
the slogan 'Asinamali' (We do not have money) in struggles that were led by the 
older residents in the civic organisations. 

The Durban•based National Federation of Workers and the South African Allied 
Workers Union, which were both ideologically within the UDF camp, sometimes 
experienced difficulties of interaction with UDF youth. In 1983 for example, Sam 
Kikine, the South African Allied Workers Union's Durban-based organiser, raised 
'comradely criticism' of expelled Fort Hare students, their parents and community 
leaders, for their failure to incorporate workers into their struggle for the re-opening 
of campus and associated demands.88 Even though different sectors of resistance 
shared the same ideology, this did not guarantee cordial relationships. 

There was, however, an unequivocal acceptance of the central role of the working 
class. Skhonzi explained: 'the only class that we support, the working class, we 
feel that they are the leaders - they are the vanguard of the struggle, but not in 
isolation, but with other movements'. 89 In times of crisis, especially in cases of 
dismissal or dispute, the workers' support committees that were formed often 
quickly linked different organisations together in a cooperative front. The organised 
youth panicipated enthusia~tically and played a central role in these efforts. 

Gender issues were also significant in determining the nature of youth resistance. 
Young women, historically less involved in oven oppositional activities, asserted 
themselves increasingly in an urban environment in which traditional values were 
being eroded. However, the gender breakdown of youth organisations showed a 
disproportionate number of men, despite the fact that some of the most vital 
leaders, were women.90 

86 A grouping of predominantly white srudents and yourh. 
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ln certain townships there were near violent confrontations between 'comrades' 
(of both sexes, but especially men) and young women, amid charges that there had 
been 'girls who had been sleeping with soldiers' .91 A Durban women's collective 
wrote: 

While women's positions as mothers and mediators in the community brought 
them into the forefront of struggle, the same cannot be said for young girls. 
Socialisation and their greater responsibility for household labour militate against 
girls playing a leading role. One infonnant said: 'With the youth boys dominate 
events ... The girls do not participate as much as the boys because they have 10 

cook and do housework, and cannot attend meetings late ac night because parents 
worry and think they will get pregnant'.92 

It was suggested that while mothers were creating space for themselves, they were 
limiting it for their daughters. Funhermore young women were often perceived as 
impressionable and unreliable. In Chesterville, for example, young women were 
suspected of spying for the •A-Team' vigilantes and the police.93 

In their rhetoric COSAS and other youth congresses supported an anti-sexist 
position, proclaiming for example that 'we have put up four points to guide us in 
taking decisions we have to check that the decision is non-racial, is democratic, is 
uniting and is non-sexist' .94 In practice this was difficult to implement. 
Nevertheless, the statement of intent was seen as a positive sign that the 
emancipation of women would be taken more seriously by resistance organisations. 
Although racist and sexist notions had permeated the minds of the youth to an 
appreciable extent there was hope that in future these would be overcome. 

Language is another major impediment to inter-commuruty contacL There exists 
a complete political language as well as a variety of codes which vary from 
township to township and between the different racial divisions. Most of the Indian 
and ' Coloured' youth are unable to speak Zulu which is the common language of 
African youth in Natal. The former speak English and are better able to 
communicate with each other. Constant translation was necessary at the youth 
coordinating meetings conducted in the city centre, almost doubling i:he time needed 
to conduct a meeting. This became a serious problem because the youth lived in 
group areas far from the city centre and were badly serviced by public transport. 
Meetings had to be held over. weekends but this itself caused difficulties because 
leaders needed to be with their constituencies and involved in grassroots organising 
on Saturdays and Sundays. 

91 Jo Beall er af, ' African Women io the Durban Struggles. !985-1986', p. JOI. 
92 Interview, with N. 12 November 1986, quoted In Jo Beall et al 'African Women in the Durban 

Struggles. I 985- 1986' 
93 Jo Beall et al, 'African Women in the Durban Struggles, 1985-1936' , p. IOI, 
94 lnterview, S~i Gazu. 
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., Conclusion 

In the 1980s the tripartite youth alliance comprising the Azanian Students' 
Organisation (SANSCO), COSAS and the SoUth African Youth Congress gave 
some measure of dominance to UDF/ANC-aligned organisations despite the state of 
emergency. However youth organisations struggled to survive in a sea of repression 
and intra-communal violence. The attempt to develop a non-racial, democratic 
youth culture met with a variety of problems. The major obstacles were the 
structural divisions brought about by apartheid, the manoeuvrings of Inkatha, and 
the repression of the· state. The subjective weaknesses in organisations included 
cultural and ideological differences; gender discrimination which curtailed the 
politicaJ panicipation of young women; inadequate leadership skills: a general lade 
of organisational resources, and inter-and intra-organisational rivalry. 

The various strata of youth responded to different daily impulses. They had 
qualitatively different life experiences which largely determined their attitudes to the 
political struggles of their time. The structural-racial cleavages and the highly 
differentiated conditions and political realities prevailing in the 1980s are likely to 
continue in the foreseeable future. The common expe.-iences of unemployment, 
disenfranchlsement, irrelevant education curricula. and unequal life opportunities 
which existed across the racial divisions offered at least some possibility of united 
campaigns. Nevertheless, the above problems ensured that mass youth solidarity 
remained goal elusive . 
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