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Chota Motala. The Making of a South African Political
Biography
Goolam Vahed

Department of History, University of KwaZulu-Natal, Durban, South Africa

ABSTRACT
Drawing on my experience of writing an account of Chota Motala, a Pietermaritzburg-based
medical doctor and anti-apartheid activist, this article considers some of the historiographical
and methodological challenges of writing biography in general, and South African political
biographies in particular. On a general level, this includes whether biography is ‘inferior’
history, an ‘illusion’, and whether it can be written in a linear manner. Specific to my study,
this article considers the theoretical and contextual issues relating to South African political
biography; the role of the sources in shaping the narrative; the subjective process of
writing a biography; and the variance in interpreting the character of Motala and his
contribution in the political sphere.

Introduction

My starting point is to observe how unrealistic it is to expect biographers (or historians) to
divest themselves of feelings and values when dealing with the crooked timber of humanity.
Doug Munro (2014, 3)

Dr Mohamed ‘Chota’ Motala was an important figure in Pietermaritzburg’s history as a
medical doctor, activist, family man, and friend to many until his death in 2005. Yusuf
Bhamjee and Yunus Carrim, two leading African National Congress (ANC) activists in the
city, stated in their obituary that his death marked the passing of an institution: ‘just as
this country will never have another Nelson Mandela, Pietermaritzburg will never have
another Chota Motala’ (Bhamjee and Carrim 2005). Following Motala’s death, a committee
of six family members and political ‘comrades’ was formed to oversee the writing of his
biography. They enlisted the services of then journalist with the Pietermaritzburg-based
The Witness (formerly Natal Witness) newspaper, Nalini Naidoo, to undertake the task.
This was a good fit because Naidoo had been an activist herself in the 1980s, knew
Motala and many of his contemporaries personally, and wrote regular columns on resist-
ance politics in the Midlands region for The Witness. Due to work commitments, however,
she was unable to complete the task and in 2013 Motala’s wife Rabia approached me to
help complete the biography.

‘Chota’Motala was born in 1921 in Northern Natal, South Africa, lost his father when he
was thirteen, was prised by a relative from his family home to Durban to complete high
school, studied medicine in India at the height of that country’s struggle against British
colonialism in the 1940s, and returned to South Africa in 1948, the same year that the Afri-
kaner Nationalist Party (NP) came to power and introduced its policy of apartheid. Motala

© 2019 South African Association of Political Studies

CONTACT Goolam Vahed vahedg@ukzn.ac.za

POLITIKON
https://doi.org/10.1080/02589346.2019.1611219

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02589346.2019.1611219&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-04-29
mailto:vahedg@ukzn.ac.za
http://www.tandfonline.com


set up practice in Pietermaritzburg where he chaired the local branch of the Natal Indian
Congress (NIC). He was active in the Congress of the People (COP), which led to the adop-
tion of South Africa’s Freedom Charter in 1955; was arrested and tried during South Africa’s
iconic Treason Trial that lasted from 1956 to 1961; was detained for four months during the
state of emergency in 1960; and banned from 1963 to 1968. He was imprisoned once more
in 1986, and in the lead up to South Africa’s first non-racial election, played a leading role
in the ANC branch in Pietermaritzburg. In the post-apartheid period, he was appointed
South Africa’s ambassador to Morocco in 1996. Motala is fondly remembered for the
service he provided to the local community as a medical doctor for over four decades,
and for his medical practice treating victims of political violence on a pro bono basis in
the late 1980s.

I agreed to complete the study in part because of its importance to Rabia, but also
because in writing a biography of Motala’s contemporary, the Durban-based Dr Monty
Naicker (Desai and Vahed 2010), it was evident that little was known about the rich
history of activism in the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands, which was home to well-known anti-
apartheid activists and experienced horrific political violence between the Inkatha
Freedom Party (IFP) and the United Democratic Front (UDF) in the 1980s, which many stan-
dard political biographies ignore in the name of reconciliation.

A draft manuscript was completed in early 2017 and after going through an anonymous
academic review process, was published as Chota Motala: A biography of political activism
in the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands by the University of KwaZulu-Natal Press in 2018. Prior to
submission to the Press, a draft was submitted to committee members. Their feedback
raised important questions about Motala personally but also biographical writing in
general, a genre that poses many challenges as they are popular and easy to read but chal-
lenging to write, something that I have come to appreciate.

This article examines some of the historiographical and methodological challenges that
arose in writing Motala’s biography, and reflects more generally on political biography in a
South African context. The first part discusses the challenges of writing political biogra-
phies in the post-apartheid period, while the second addresses some of the issues that
emerged in writing Motala’s story, such as the role of the author in shaping the subject
through the selection of material, the relationship between biographer and subject, and
the differences in interpreting Motala’s life and political contribution.

The ‘recited’ society and the challenges of political biography

ANC icon and former Robben Island prisoner Ahmed Kathrada, lamented at Motala’s mem-
orial service on 11 June 2005:

Since we came out of prison (in 1989), we have buried many, many comrades. The sad thing is
that while we celebrate their lives, we are not doing anything to remember their legacy. Open
any book today and look for their names and what they have done. You won’t find it. And that
is the duty of academics, historians – to research, to record, and publish the lives of these great
people.

The scholarship on political biographies has expanded considerably since Kathrada’s plea,
with new biographies of ‘struggle veterans’ emerging regularly. There are too many to cite
here, but they cover former anti-apartheid activists’ prison experiences, lives as
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underground guerrillas, work in trades unions, and even everyday resistance. In fact, the
post-apartheid period has spawned so many biographies and memoirs that Sarah
Nuttall and Cheryl-Ann Michael have described South Africa as a ‘recited society’:

Since the political transition of 1994, personal disclosure has become part of a revisionary
impulse, part of the pluralizing project of democracy itself. The individual, in this context,
emerges as a key, newly legitimized concept. South Africa becomes a ‘recited’ community,
in de Certeau’s terms (Nuttall and Michael 2000, 298).

Michel de Certeau (1984, 186) described societies as ‘recited’ in three senses: ‘by stories
[recits, the fables constituted by our advertising and information media], by citations of
stories, and by the interminable recitation of stories’, such that people eventually come
to believe that which is ‘produced for them’. In the South African context, political biogra-
phies of mainly ANC activists, particularly in the formative years of the post-apartheid
period, sought to ‘recite’ an official narrative of the liberation struggle centred on the
ANC and its leadership into which the history of South Africa was submerged. They
have become an instrument through which to understand the history of resistance to
apartheid and the imagined ‘Rainbow Nation’ (Rasool 2010, 29).

A prime example is the multi-volume history of the liberation struggle produced by the
South African Democracy Education Trust (SADET), which was established in 2000 during
the presidency of Thabo Mbeki to provide historical material on anti-apartheid activism
and the road to democracy in South Africa. The project was funded by major corporations
as well as the National Lottery Distribution Trust Fund. SADET’s initial Board was domi-
nated by ANC members, while a photograph of the Board on its website in mid-2018
shows continued male dominance, with eight of the twelve members being male (see
http://www.sadet.co.za/about_us.html). Such works tend to ignore internal disputes
within the ANC, between the ANC and the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) in exile, and
the conflict between the ANC and the IFP in KwaZulu-Natal in the 1980s, and they ‘not
only marginalise women but render them invisible’ (Amin and Govinden 2014, 3).

Early works memorialised the ANC’s urban male elite leaders, such as Nelson Mandela,
Oliver Tambo, Walter Sisulu, and Govan Mbeki. Elaine Unterhalter claimed that these works
valorised a ‘heroic masculinity’ which emphasised the comradeship and adventures of
activists and their prominence in South Africa’s liberation history while underplaying
the political work of women, and the burdens carried by the partners of political activists
(2000, 159), though recent studies underscore women’s intellectual, emotional and organ-
isational contribution towards achieving a non-racial South Africa, and are reconfiguring
how liberation history narratives are written, understood, and represented (Vahed
2015).1 This gender bias is, of course, not confined to South Africa. Biographies in
general have tended to perpetuate the ‘great-man theories of history’ or at least focus
on ‘subjects worthy of biographies’ (Lepore 2001, 151).

Other criticisms of South African political biographies include the fact that they tend to
be hero-worshipping and teleological (Hyslop 2010, 109). Sithole and Mkhize speak of the
‘selective rememberings’ and ‘representations’ in the choice of individuals who are
remembered, as well as what is remembered in each life (Sithole and Mkhize 2000, 70).
Biographies have also been criticised for presenting the lives of former activists and pre-
sidents like Nelson Mandela and Thabo Mbeki in an ordered sequence, and as stable and
autonomous persons who exercised rational choice (Rasool 2010b, 117). Drawing on Pierre
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Bourdieu, Rasool describes these approaches as a ‘biographical illusion’ because individ-
uals are involved in multiple relations through which they fashion their identities, and bio-
graphies should therefore reflect the ‘multiple narrations intersecting and cross-cutting
each other, contradicting each other’ (Rasool 2010, 28).

Motala’s biography is presented as a chronological narrative, except for his medical
work and family life, which were emphasised by many interviewees and are discussed sep-
arately to avoid them being submerged into the mainly political narrative. My experience
is that this did not preclude building complex accounts of causation. After all, biographies
can never be ‘divorced from their temporal or spatial contexts [since] the individual is
always within the historical web, not without it’ (Rotberg 2010, 306). Biographies can be
a tool to put ‘human lives into history, and history into human lives’ (Perry 2017, 336).
As such, they can be linear and readable and still show the complexities of individual
lives by studying them in ‘dialectical relationship to the multiple worlds they inhabit,
social, political, and cultural’ (Sorin 2012).

Motala helped to shape the social, economic, and political landscape of the KwaZulu-
Natal Midlands, as much as he was influenced by it. His actions were shaped by the circum-
stances in which he found himself and his biography was a study of both the period and
the region. The chronological narrative did not preclude showing the complexities of this
life. His political beliefs and allegiances, and forms of activism, for example, transformed
over time and this is charted in the book. The form and structure of the biography does
not preclude the portrayal of individuals who are complex and evolving.

Methodology: sources and the shaping of narrative

The known archives about Motala are partial and uneven. There is a lot of information on
the period between 1950 and 1963, when Motala was most active in the public sphere;
very little for the period from the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s when he was banned for
part of the time and political repression reduced the protest activity of anti-apartheid
organisations; and a noticeable increase in information in the period after 1990 following
the release of Nelson Mandela from prison and negotiations to end apartheid. Motala was
involved in negotiations that led to the compromised political settlement in South Africa
and was appointed as South Africa’s ambassador to Morocco in the post-apartheid period.

Motala’s archive has been preserved by Rabia Motala. He was a prolific note-keeper and
it includes copies of talks he delivered on issues such as the Group Areas Act and the South
African political economy; the extensive notes that he made during the Treason Trial of
1956-61, which included the testimony of various witnesses and arguments put forward
by the legal teams; thoughts that he penned on newspaper and magazine articles
which he preserved; his notes on key events in South African history, such as the
Soweto Revolt of 1976 and the Tricameral Dispensation; and quotes that inspired him
and which he wrote down in his diaries. Also included in the archive is a short fifteen
page typed ‘Autobiographical Notes’, which is a summary of his life to 1960. This was
written in the late 1990s, and a family member stated that he had intended to take the
story further but never got around to doing so.

This material, together with the various interviews that Motala gave, which are dis-
cussed below, provided significant insight into his thinking and actions as his life unfolded.
In engaging with this archive, the words of Israel (2010, 8) are apposite; ‘the texts and the
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stories they contain are never just something to read through in order to see history on the
other side; they are history and they do history’. What Motala preserved provides insight
into his concerns at particular points in his life. One example is the newspaper articles on
neo-liberalism and growing global economic inequality from the 1990s. Family members
emphasised that this was of great concern to him and he constantly highlighted that
South Africa’s political transition would be incomplete without economic redress.

Contemporary newspapers were an important source of information. The Pietermaritz-
burg-based The Witness (formerly The Natal Witness), with a white liberal ownership and
editorship, contains rich material on the city’s social, political and economic history, includ-
ing that of Indians, while the Durban-based ethnic newspapers The Graphic, The Leader and
Post, which focused exclusively on the Indian community, covered major figures such as
Chota Motala and NIC politics.

One notable absence is the reports of the apartheid security police which are housed at
the South African Archives in Pretoria. There is an embargo on these reports and it is
difficult even for immediate family members to access them because the authorities
(state/archive keepers) are required to keep the names of all people bar the main prota-
gonist confidential because the documents may reveal information that could compro-
mise certain people such as, for example, someone having been a police informer.
When I conducted research on Monty Naicker, these reports were provided after a
delay of almost a year, as archivists went through each page and blacked out the name
of every person other than Naicker. With more requests, this is likely proving an impossible
task and we were unable to get all the documents about Motala even though his immedi-
ate family requested it. This underscores that historical reconstruction is always
incomplete.

Oral history was an important source of information for this study. Motala and many of
his older contemporaries had passed on by the time I undertook it. Fortunately, The Alan
Paton Centre and Struggle Archives at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg
campus, houses an impressive collection of interviews with many of those involved in
anti-apartheid activism in the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands. It includes two interviews that
Ruth Lundie, then a member of the Black Sash Organisation and who was herself involved
in activism, conducted with Motala as part of an oral history project. Lundie’s interviews
took Motala’s story to 1960. There is a note in the file that further interviews were to
follow but these never took place. The Documentation Centre at the University of
KwaZulu-Natal also conducted interviews with anti-apartheid activists during 2001 and
2002, and some of these were utilised for this study. The interviews in Durban and Pieter-
maritzburg took place in the euphoria of the aftermath of the end of apartheid, and their
aim was to capture former activists’ experiences. Though the interviews lack a critical edge,
they do provide valuable information and capture first-hand experiences. In addition,
Nalini Naidoo and I conducted interviews with around twenty people who knew Motala
in various capacities.

Oral history has limitations such as bias, unreliable testimony due to memory lapses, or
interviewees embellishing or withholding information, which makes this methodology
part fact, part interpretation, and sometimes even part myth (see Abrams 2010). Such pro-
blems, however, apply to all documents and oral history offers advantages such as provid-
ing insights into lives in a way that archival documents are unlikely to (see Mitchell 1980,
286). Interviews with family members and friends were especially insightful in
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underscoring Motala’s concern for his patients, care for family members, his forthrightness,
and role as husband and father. Lundie’s interviews, on the other hand, provide valuable
information about Motala’s early life and political career, and his role in key political events
in the 1950s, but are limited in the sense that her emphasis was on getting the ‘facts’ of his
life and she did not probe why he chose certain options or how he felt about particular
outcomes. This is disappointing but understandable as Lundie’s objective was limited to
chronicling activists’ political involvement. Contemporary newspaper reports and some
of Motala’s notes helped partially to explain some of his actions and we are left to specu-
late on other matters.

The study would have been deeper if Motala had reflected on such issues as the effect
that his father’s early death had on him; his initial rejection of passive resistance as a strategy
of resistance; his prison experiences; and his relationship with the NIC leadership in the
1970s and 1980s. Taking theDefianceCampaign of 1952 as an example, which spearheaded
non-violent resistance to apartheid laws, Motala told Lundie that the ANC, NIC and TIC:

decided in1952 to join hands in a Defiance of Unjust Laws campaign in which volunteers from
all oppressed groups would breach certain laws and court imprisonment. An appeal by the
Congresses yielded an overwhelming response… the campaign was a huge success.

He does not discuss his own role in it, perhaps for good reason as he was a critic of the
campaign. He had just returned from India and spoke out publicly against it because he
felt that non-violent resistance had failed against the British in India. We have no idea
of the alternative strategies of resistance Motala had in mind and whether he felt vindi-
cated by the outcome of the campaign.

Motala’s network was national and his social and political community transcended race,
religious, and class lines. Unfortunately, most of those who could have shed light on his
linkages with the African community, or spoken of his cooperation with the city’s white
liberals, have passed on. Some of the committee members identified this shortcoming.

Response 1 (24 January 2017):

Obviously you have time, resource and other constraints and many relevant people have
passed on but there aren’t many African voices here. Baba Truman Magubane is of M’s gen-
eration – a gentle, humble soul, who thinks very highly of M(otala). Don Gumede – Archie’s
son. Maybe Zweli Mkhize, Blade Nzimande, Thami Mseleku? Others from the post-70s
period NIC you might want to talk with.

Response 2 (31 January 2017):

I share the concern that the list of interviewees in VERY Indian. This is an abiding worry and
uneasiness I have. We need to be as accurate and fair as possible, within the constraints.
Look, regardless of whether he was a more or less significant figure, regionally, provincially
nationally, whatever, he was a dedicated, tireless PATRIOT, who had a network of professional,
social and political interaction that went far beyond Indian people and political activists. In the
absence of interviewing Sisulu, Mandela, Robert Resha and especially Gwala, Mabhida, Archie
Gumede, Anton Xaba, that part of the picture will remain totally incomplete – there is no real
solution to this. Then there’s also the whites he interacted with – Brown, Bishop Hurley, Edgar
Brookes, etc. Those people are all gone. But it is (in my personal view) an imbalance that does
need to be addressed – M’s linkages in the African community were very significant.

The concerns expressed here go beyond trying to capture the ‘whole’ person. Aside from
increasing one’s political credibility through association with political icons like Nelson
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Mandela, Walter Sisulu, Yusuf Dadoo, and Ahmed Kathrada, contemporary South Africa is
witness to the rise of African nationalism, and complaints from some African organisations
that Indians benefited economically during the apartheid era and do not deserve to be
beneficiaries of affirmative action policies. Many Indians feel threatened about their
place in South African society and believe that highlighting the contribution of Indians
to the anti-apartheid struggle will affirm their commitment to the country (Vahed and
Desai 2017). It is notable that the word ‘patriot’ is capitalised in the second testimony,
emphasising Motala’s love and dedication to his country.

This was an ‘authorised biography’ (Lenta 2007, 87) because the original request came
from Rabia Motala who provided access to his archive, while family and friends shared
their views about Motala. In fact, one committee member wrote on 3 February 2017
that in addition to opening up ‘public discussion and the re-examination of the values
which he [Motala] stood for so irrevocably’, the biography provides ‘a family record
(every family needs its own “personal” record and of course its heroic figures to live by)’.

The first draft included the testimony of family members and close associates of Motala.
While this addressed one of the shortcomings of existing political biographies, namely, the
lack of the personal, one committee member took a contrary view:

It may be necessary to consider who this book is being written for. If it is for a reasonably wide
audience, would the book not be seen as shaped too much by M’s family? There is a dispro-
portionate number of family members interviewed and quoted, and the level of detail you
provide is interesting for the extended family members and close friends and comrades,
but to a broader audience? And if the book is to be pitched not just for an Indian readership
but also Africans and others? Would an average ANC regional leader in Msunduzi find it inter-
esting? Or an average university History student? Or your average reader of history books?

These were legitimate concerns. Certainly, initial feedback from some readers who were
eagerly awaiting the auto/biography of the renowned sociologist and anti-apartheid acti-
vist Fatima Meer (2017) was that the book focused excessively on her family life to the
exclusion of the political and the intellectual. In revising the manuscript some of the tes-
timony of family and friends was abbreviated without the essence being lost. The result
was a better balance between archival material and the voices of family members, political
comrades, and Motala’s own voice. Family details and the private are important as without
this perspective there will be a sameness about South African political biographies
(Renders and de Haan 2013, 8). The ‘private’ revealed Motala’s sensitivity and generosity
of heart, his quiet emotional and financial support for family members, and the larger-
than-life role he played in many patients’ lives. The fact that this was an ‘authorised bio-
graphy’ did not influence the inclusion of family testimony. While respecting the views of
committee members, the terms of my involvement were that the choice of format, the
depth and length of the biography, what to include or exclude, the tone adopted, photo-
graphs included, and everything else that went into the making of the biography, would
be my sole prerogative, and this was respected.

Subjectivity and selection

It is impossible to present a ‘womb to tomb’ narration of facts about anybody’s life. Yet,
after reading the first draft of the manuscript several members pointed to missing
‘facts’ in Motala’s biography. One discerning member responded:
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It (writing Motala’s biography) could be an endless process. So an author has to make choices
and not all choices will satisfy all of us. That is why we cede power to an author in the first
place – one whose sensitivity and judgement we need to trust. My view is simply whether
the work provides a substantial account, not a complete account, which is not realistically
achievable. If it does the former then at least we have an account [that] is open to the
wider public which is the ultimate purpose of any such publication and the reading it will
stimulate and the discussions it could provoke would be the real prize (3 February 2017).

This comment rightly observes that it is impossible to record every detail of a subject’s life.
An enormous burden is thus placed on the biographer who ultimately shapes the subject.
VirginiaWoolfmade this very point in her 1939 essay ‘The Art of Biography’when she stated
that the biographer has to ‘sift the little from the big, and shape the whole so that we per-
ceive the outline’ (Bradshaw 2008, 116). Similarly, Bowker argues that ‘any given biography
will embody the vision, prejudices, literary and research skills, stock of knowledge and criti-
cal disposition of the biographer’ (Bowker 2006, 15 in Lenta 2007, 98). It was challenging to
settle on a narrative because narrative itself implies hegemony so directly, and what was at
stake for the different stakeholders concernedwas often robustly contested. Some felt there
was too much focus on the family man, others too little, and so on.

While members of the committee were personally invested in the biography, can there
be a neutral chronicler of Motala’s life? Knowledge is situated in time and place, and
factors like one’s social location (middle class academic), gender, and race can influence
a biographer, even if subconsciously. Against that, a professional historian must be
aware that his or her work will be judged by fellow professionals which makes it impera-
tive to abide by values and norms generally respected by the profession. The discipline of
history has, of course, come under scrutiny with the postmodern turn in the 1970s, which
essentially argued that historical accounts are subjective. Hayden White famously stated
that ‘facts do not speak for themselves in the unprocessed historical record’. Historians
‘make stories out of mere chronicles’ (in Campbell 2017, 151). Barber (2010, 168) high-
lighted the role of the author in constructing a narrative which:

requires the use of imagination in filling in the gaps where information is incomplete, in pro-
viding causal connections between events, in constructing a background against which the
story is played, and in either explicit or implicit construction of the characters’ motivation.
(Barber 2010, 168).

This does not mean relativism. While postmodernists have rightly caused us to carefully
scrutinise the relationship between historian and sources, omission of certain actors from
the historical record, and to question metanarratives, as the great Marxist historian Eric
Hobsbawm countered, history is a ‘rational inquiry’, and he refuted the position that ‘my
truth is as valid as yours, whatever the evidence’ (Hobsbawm 2005). A biographer or histor-
ian cannot make up ‘facts’ and interpret evidence randomly. Convention, Bevir writes,
demands that we strive for ‘accuracy, comprehensiveness, consistency, progressiveness,
fruitfulness, and openness’. Work that contains lies, distorts the available record, or overly
idealises or vilifies a subject will be challenged (Bevir 1994, 328). Some interpretations are
‘more persuasive than others because they achieve a better fit with the evidence, and some-
times, some are actually right and others wrong’ (Evans 2002; also see Thompson 2004).

Likewise with biography, for if all views were equally valid, history, and biographies by
extension, would be pointless. Many of the younger generation who knew Motala
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personally are alive and a narrative that misrepresented him would likely have been chal-
lenged. Notwithstanding this, one committee member commented on the first draft:

M (Motala) comes across as faultless, as a saint. And just who is? Not Gandhi, not Madiba cer-
tainly, not Mother Theresa even… . To say all this is NOT to suggest that M had huge chinks of
armour. Of course, he didn’t. But he did have some weaknesses. He was human, after all! I
know what you’re going to say: ‘Well, everybody said only good things about him… ’. I
know, but you’re the author; and are free to contextualize this and question some of this.
You don’t say enough of what you think of M. Is that because you’ve opted for an oral
history-type approach? Or maybe you have your own (unconscious) restraints because of
your links with the family? I don’t know obviously about this – and this last point maybe
unfair to you… Your other reply could be: ‘Well, why don’t you raise some of M’s weak-
nesses?… ’ But even if that isn’t what you’d ask, it’s a question I should be asking myself.

These observations raise important questions and issues. The comment rightly challenges
the narrative of Gandhi, Mother Teresa, and Madiba as ‘saints’ and they have come under
critical scrutiny in recent times (see, for example, Desai and Vahed 2016 for a critique of
Gandhi; Boehmer 2008 on Mandela; and Hitchens 1995 on Mother Teresa). What the com-
ments also show is that in a popular and not critical sense, hagiographic narratives remain
largely immune to alternative assessments, presumably out of political impulses.

My biography was not the first to face this dilemma. In writing the biography of her
parents, Elinor Sisulu resolved this by deciding to put ‘the dreaded “h” [hagiography]
word out of my mind and write about Walter and Albertina as their family, community
and friends saw them’. But Michael (2004, 10) rightly asks whether this is not merely a
case of deferring ‘hagiographic representations from the biographer to her informants;
or does it offer the biographer a strategy for evading the problem of hagiography
through a range of different voices?’ I was circumspect in my use of evidence and
sought as far as possible to balance the testimony provided in the present with that
which was contemporary.

While one member thought the biography portraying Motala was faultless, another was
disappointed that the work did not comment on his many dimensions:

His facets were many – intelligence, honesty, decency, compassion, total commitment to the
cause of liberation and democracy, selfless, driven by correctness, devoted to the welfare of
his family, his extended family, friends and the community, dedicated and very hard
working medical doctor – whose interest in his patients was paramount, unrelenting in
labour and diligence in all that he tackled, modesty, appreciation of the arts, culture,
science etc, etc. (2 February 2017).

The following response was along the same lines:

He was a man for all seasons – I think this was in recognition of his multifaceted life – leader
(not just political), family, community, activist, doctor, mentor, man for ANY crisis – he was an
important political man no doubt, but more than that he was quite a complete (consummate
would be overblown) human being – quite a guy! (31 January 2017)

Writing a biography in this vein would have come across as hagiography, a point made by
another committee member who stated:

I think that even though there might be gaps, what emerges from the biography is a lot of
what you refer to about the character of the man anyway and it does not require a discern-
ing reader to realise that. Obviously the abiding characteristics you refer to can hardly be
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written in the direct way that we might do in family and other personal accounts. If that
were done then the biography becomes no more than hagiography. And so it really is
up to the reader presented with the ‘evidence’ in the biography to make up her/his
mind and I think there is a rich store of information of that kind to reach the conclusions
we take as given (3 February 2017).

While some members appeared to be disappointed that the language was measured, a
flattering tone and a narrative filled with quotes of approval from family members and
positive ‘evidence’ would have been dismissed as hagiography. Anyone reading the
book with an open mind will appreciate Motala’s many positive virtues, while reference
is made to his limitations.

There is extensive work on the distance between the biographer and subject (see
Teckan 2010). Nadel (1984, 170) identifies three types of narrative stances used in bio-
graphy: the dramatic/expressive, the objective/academic, and the interpretive/analytic.
The biography of Motala stands between the objective and the interpretive. While I
did let the sources speak in the first draft, presenting the ‘facts’ of his life without
intruding much, the revised version includes greater analysis and critical comment
on my part.

The ‘essence’ of Motala

Members of the steering committee, who knew Motala intimately for many decades,
differed in their assessment of him. While there was no dispute about his work as a
medical doctor and his contribution in the community, there was divergence on key ques-
tions, three of which are discussed below: Was Motala active in the public sphere from the
mid-1970s to the onset of negotiations to end apartheid? Was he a regional or national
leader? Can he be regarded as a ‘revolutionary’? The comments of committee members
are reproduced directly so that their meaning is not lost in translation.

Public role in the 1970s and 1980s

Everyone accepted that Motala was active politically in the 1950s until his banning in 1963,
but there was debate on his public role when the NIC was revived in 1971. Was he openly
involved in the political arena and if not, why not? Consider the following responses:

Response 1:

I had no idea he’d written down so much, and that he wrote so well and interestingly; and I’m
sure that none of the post 70s activists knew either. He comes across as a bigger person than I
(anyway) understood him to be. But it also struck me: where was this M quality in the post-70s
period?? There were glimpses of it; but it wasn’t there in a consistent, outcomes-shaping way. I
couldn’t feel nor did I experience the M of the 50s/early 60s. Yes, it was obviously a different
period – but still, he wasn’t playing a major leadership in the post-70s period… (24 January
2017).

Response 2:

As to M’s actions in the 70’s and 80’s, again one must consider the man, the times and context.
He was beset with or had just come out of multiple bannings, the regime was extremely harsh
and repressive, political and progressive formations were banned. It was not the time to stand
on a soapbox. It was a time to work differently (2 February 2017).
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Response 3:

M was a very modest, discreet, disciplined, thoughtful person / cadre. He would not talk about
his activities (unless there was a good reason to do so). I have no doubt that he was active in a
manner appropriate for the times over and above what is known. It was a time when few
people were visibly active (3 February 2017).

Response 4:

OnM’s role in the 70s and 80s I agreewithwhat I understand you to be saying about the context;
politics being more than about being in formal structures; playing different political roles; not
being in the ‘limelight’; etc. But these observations do not detract frommy points… . And even
if I’m wrong about this, then let’s reduce it to my personal experience and understanding of
M… In any case, they hardly detract from the measure of the man, if you look at him as a
whole (4 February 2017).

Whether or not Motala was politically active in the public sphere or not is not simply a
matter of perception. There is a lot at stake in this question. Older residents of Pietermar-
itzburg recall his powerful presence while the 1970s generation see Motala’s contempor-
ary A.S. Chetty as the key influence on them and as being the public face of the NIC in
Pietermaritzburg in this period. This mattered materially in the immediate post-apartheid
period when it came to things like getting parliamentary posts or ambassadorships, as well
as who was memorialised through the naming of streets and buildings, museum exhibi-
tions, and the holding of annual lectures. Explanations offered for Motala’s reduced
public profile in the 1970s and 1980s include his ‘multiple bannings’ (it was actually
one); state repression; and the different ways in which political activists were involved
as a result of changing political conditions.

The perception that Motala was a fading influence is one thing. The archival material, on
the other hand, shows that Motala’s photographs were used on pamphlets during the
1980s, he addressed public meetings against the apartheid regime’s political machina-
tions, he was arrested during the state of emergency in 1986, was elected a vice-president
of the NIC in 1987, the first election to be held in a decade, was invited by Mandela to visit
him in prison in 1989, and that he participated in talks that led to the end of apartheid. At
the very least, this suggests that Motala was a known entity amongst the anti-apartheid
organisations and state security, and that the utility of using his image was recognised
by anti-apartheid organisations, even though some of his younger contemporaries
thought otherwise.

Regional or national leader?

Another contentious issue was whether Motala should be recognised as a regional or
national leader. The concerns raised by some of the committee members affirm that
they did not see the work as hagiography. One member complained that the book did
not record key relationships or state more emphatically his many qualities.

Respondent 1:

M’s (Motala’s) relationship with (Chief Justice) Ismail Mahomed. This was a special and endur-
ing relationship. They engaged significantly on many issues – political, legal, etc. and also had
a close personal relationship. b) M’s interactions with Enuga Reddy (former UN Assistant Sec-
retary-General in charge of the Centre against Apartheid) – meaningful and significant. These
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relationships with such eminent, prominent and substantial figures, that he could interact with
them in such a meaningful manner and that they had such a high regard for him, certainly says
something about M – about his various dimensions and sheer gravitas (2 February 2017).

This member was keen to record Motala’s association with iconic South African anti-apart-
heid figures and other luminaries to underscore that he was a nationally and internation-
ally recognised figure and that his associations cut across racial, religious, and class
barriers.

Another member had a different perspective:

In terms of my knowledge and my experience as an activist, the prominent Indian leaders of
the 50s /early 60s that used to get mentioned are Naicker, Dadoo, IC Meer, JN Singh, Billy Nair,
MD Naidoo, Dr Goonam, Fatima Meer… . Not M in the same breath. Of course M is an impor-
tant and formidable leader, but I used to think of M as the regional or PMB Dadoo or Naicker,
not with same national profile as the others. And when his name surfaced in the national
sphere it was more in terms of his links with Sisulu, Mandela, etc. I also understood that M
wasn’t just an Indian leader but in the 50s / early 60s he loomed large over the whole Pieter-
maritizburg community and he resonated in the African townships too. Maybe M is not
referred to in the literature I remember reading with the national profile of the others
because of the usual Durban / big town eclipsing of strong leaders from the smaller towns
and maybe you are redressing this? (24 January 2017)

Picking up on this theme, another member wrote:

The ‘localisation’ of M’s leadership has to be seen in context. He believed fervently in invol-
vement at a grassroots / community level and I don’t believe that he would ever have abdi-
cated that responsibility. But that is not to suggest that he was not recognised nationally
and did not make meaningful and considerable contribution on that front. His close
relationships with Walter (Sisulu), Nelson (Mandela), (Albert) Luthuli, and others bears this
out. Surely they were not just friends! I believe if they were around today, they would
tell quite a different story from what […] is perhaps suggesting. Whilst M was very involved
at grassroots / local level, that is not to suggest that this activism was not based on the
national imperatives and struggles. It is very revealing that many of the current challenges
facing the country stem from local politics – think of shack dwellers, service delivery etc.
[…] himself suggests that M was ahead of his time! To try to tick a box: national leader
/ local leader, Great Leader / mediocre leader, is unnecessary and just that, but more impor-
tantly a mistake. M took his political activity very seriously and he was fully committed
thereto (2 February 2017).

The first comment recognises that Motala played a key role in forging non-racialism in the
Midlands, which was a theme that emerged frommultiple sources, and acknowledges that
he may have received less publicity because of bias against activists from the smaller
towns. Looking at newspapers in the 1950s, for example, Motala featured regularly as a
political activist. He may not have been as nationally recognised as Naicker and Dadoo,
but he was certainly the equal of the others mentioned in the comment. In fact, Motala
was part of the group of 1956 treason trialists whereas M.D. Naidoo, J.N. Singh, Fatima
Meer and Dr Goonam were not, which suggests that his activities were possibly under
greater state radar. And, as a community-based leader, it is unlikely that any of the
others mentioned in the comment commanded the same respect from their local
constituencies.

The first commentator seemed to concede this in a response dated 4 February 2017
which put a positive spin on local strengths:
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What I’ve raised from the outset of the project is his unusual community links: his being more
than a narrow politician; the role of his medical practice; his links with Africans in PMB; him
looming large over PMB politics and community life in the 50s and early 60s, not just as an
Indian leader, but a more inclusive leader cutting across the racial divides; his relationships
across the religious and cultural divides within the Indian community; etc. … is what would
give the book a niche, if you like; it’s particular attraction; maybe its uniqueness…

The commentator concedes that ‘just the fact that he was in the Treason Trial and knew
Mandela, Sisulu and others suggests’ that he was more than a regional leader but insists
that this did not emerge ‘in the literature I’m familiar with… nor the endless political edu-
cation workshops we have attended over the years; nor in the political discourse of acti-
vists I have engaged with’. This comment raises deep philosophical questions about what
we understand ‘leadership’ to be, or the ‘struggle’, or ‘activism, or even ‘memory’, as well as
who is valorised by respective liberation organisations, by activists, and in political work-
shops, and why. Perhaps the marginalising of regional leaders shaped the image of him.

Who is a revolutionary?

There was a fascinating debate on whether Motala was a ‘revolutionary’. I had proposed
the title Chota Motala. Gentleman Revolutionary for the book. The idea came from a
quote from Colin Gardner, a university academic and activist who worked closely with
Motala and who was the speaker of the Msunduzi Municipality at the time of Motala’s
death. Gardner described Motala in an obituary as ‘a gentleman, an Olde World person.
He was courteous, soft-spoke and gentle’ (Sunday Tribune 22 May 2005). ‘Gentleman’
was used by many informants in relation to Motala, and this, combined with his social
justice ideals, led me to suggest the title ‘Gentleman Revolutionary’, which drew the fol-
lowing responses:

Response 1:

Is the sub-title ‘A Gentleman Revolutionary’ apposite? M was radical, in some senses ahead of
many others – but why ‘revolutionary’? Not clear from the book why. He drifted away from his
early Marxism and was ambivalent about the armed struggle and his overall thinking seems to
be of a Left Social Democrat at most. Certainly in the period from 1983 onwards he never came
across as particularly revolutionary (except in the general sense that all national democrats
might be seen as revolutionary). Maybe there was a gap between his writings and his
actions. And if you use the term ‘revolutionary’, then how would you describe Billy Nair, for
example? Or many others of that generation, given their ideological orientation, views and
actions? All of this is not to say M wasn’t persistently preoccupied with inequality and he
was, of course, quite aware of class issues (24 January 2017).

Response 2:

Tend to concur: it is not that Gentleman Revolutionary doesn’t have a nice ring to it – it does!
And I am not rejecting it out of hand. But is it an accurate description – does it somehow
capture the essence of him and of his life? If not, what does? We the reference group need
to think about this – WITH NO DISREPECT TO THE WRITER!! (31 January 2017)

Response 3:

In my view Billy (Nair) and M were both revolutionary. […] interpretation is too narrow –
including only leftist, Marxist, worker focused. Can it be that only Communists can be revolu-
tionary?! You are either for reform or revolution. M was certainly not a reformist. He espoused
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the collapse of the status quo and a ‘starting again’ – new principles, new ideas, not a re-engin-
eering of the status quo. He was not merely anti-racist, he was also doggedly anti-class. There
are certainly all sorts of revolutionaries (2 February 2017).

Response 4:

As for the issue of ‘revolutionary’ or otherwise, your comments are apposite since context
determines its definition more than anything else. And so Einstein’s theory of general rela-
tivity has been regarded as ‘revolutionary’ because it overturned the pre-existing verities
established by pre-Newtonian and Newtonian physical theory. So too with Darwinian
natural selection. In the realm of political and social life Spartacus, who was by no
means a red hot Communist and who lived in the time of the Roman Empire, was an
undoubted revolutionary because he and his comrades threatened the very fabric of
Roman slave society, as did the famous Haitian Toussaint L’ouverture. Was Gandhi a revolu-
tionary? Well! it depends on whose perspective you adopt – of the British rulers, the millions
of those who supported him on his various heroic escapades in standing up to imperial
power, or his critics in and out of India to his left and right, by those who refer to ex-
post accounts of his South African ‘failures’ or modern ‘feminists’? Clearly, it’s about
context and perspective and much less about party political standpoint. And in the
present day some would be regarded as martyrs and revolutionaries, those who are
regarded by others as ‘terrorists’ (3 February 2017).

Response 5:

I think it would be rather crude to argue that only the Communists are revolutionary. Billy
(Nair) came to mind because I think he was (revolutionary)… . That’s my very subjective
view, but my view, for what it’s worth, nevertheless. And there are senior leaders of the
SACP (South African Communist Party) who in my view can’t be seen as revolutionary. So, I
don’t believe in the crude delineation that you say I do. How could I? (7 February 2017).

These differences are not surprising given, as Patel (2011) points out, that revolution
and revolutionary is arguably one of the most contentious concepts amongst scholars,
and activists, as well as ordinary people. Patel (2011) refers to a revolutionary as one
who either participates in or advocates revolution, and a revolution as something
leading ‘to some type of significant change in a community’. It usually entails mass
mobilisation and regime change, as well as critical economic, political, and even
social and cultural change (Patel 2011). The concept of revolutionary is highly subjec-
tive; some see Gandhi as revolutionary while others regard him as a politically and
economically conservative middle-class Gujarati; Nehru was to the right of the Indian
Communist Party but extremely revolutionary within the Indian National Congress;
Mandela is regarded as politically moderate and economically pro-market in relation
to some of his peers, but seen as a revolutionary by others as he aimed to overthrow
the apartheid order.

The point of this argumentation is that a concept like revolutionary remains highly con-
tentious. In the context of Motala’s life, revolutionary must be examined within the setting
of mid- and late twentieth century apartheid South Africa, which was a highly repressive
and cruel society that did not tolerate opposition of any kind; indeed, opposition could
easily lead to death. What constituted a revolutionary in this context? My view remains
that Motala’s ideals were revolutionary, but since there was a strong feeling that the
book should reflect the region of which he was such an intrinsic part, I settled for a title
that reflected this.
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Concluding remarks

This article considered the challenges of writing South African political biography. Biogra-
phy has been criticised by some for being subjective and having limited explanatory
value because it focuses on the personal in contrast to history which focuses on major
societal transformations. There is also some skepticism about the capacity of biography
‘to convey the kind of analytically sophisticated interpretation of the past that academics
have long expected’ (Sorin 2012). David Nasawmakes the point that biography is regarded
by some as the ‘unloved stepchild’ of the historical profession (2009, 573). Notwithstanding
such criticism, others, myself included on the basis of the biographies that I have written of
ChotaMotala andMonty Naicker, hold that narrative biography has great possiblities as his-
torical work. Holmes (2002, 7) described it as ‘the proper study of mankind’, while Rotberg
(2010, 324) stated that our record of the past would be incomplete without biography, for
biographies can relate to the wider audience in a personal way and uncover aspects of the
past in ways that general histories cannot. This is a perspective I strongly share.

Is biography an illusion, as some contend, and what would a non-linear biography look
like in practice and how would readers react? Campbell reminds us that biographies
‘connect with the reader in a way that, perhaps, more hermetic or abstract approaches
do not’ (2017, 152), while Hibbard (2006, 23) argues that readers ‘expect biographies to
present the pertinent facts of a life, usually chronologically, with appropriate interpret-
ations and comment interspersed… to help us understand what made the person tick’.
Thus Russell (2009, 154) questions whether we can ‘pursue our deconstructive and histori-
cal impulses without jettisoning everything that makes conventional biography, at its best,
so compellingly readable?’ He warns that readers ‘will not willingly forgo the pleasure of
narrative… ’. Lee (2009, 122) counsels that for political and historical biographies, the
‘form’ of the narrative works best when it is ‘steady and unsurprising, solid scaffolding
for the block of facts’. Biography should provide as ‘full, intelligible, and accurate a
version’ of biographees’ lives as possible to give readers a sense of who they are and
what they stood for (Lee 2009, 124), while producing a compelling and readable account.

My studywas a comprehensive one that dealt with some aspects thematically and others
chronologically. Motala’s biography captures the social, economic and political world in
which he acted, his impact on those around him, his contribution to anti-apartheid activism
in the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands region in particular, his embracing of non-racialism and his
lifelong quest for social justice. Rather than broad trends and generalisations, Motala’s bio-
graphy is a micro study that allows us to better comprehend the broader historical issues.
One relief, perhaps, that comes with the undertaking is that there is necessarily no
formula to writing a biography, which itself constitutes insight into an original, unique
and otherwise noteworthy individual. While I originally became involved to assist
Motala’s widow Rabia, I found Motala’s life compelling in its own right, spanning most of
the twentieth century and covering as it did the anti-colonial struggle in India and the
anti-apartheid struggle in South Africa. My admiration for a man whose journey through
life traversed so many fields, who genuinely cared for his patients, who was dedicated to
his community, committed to non-racialism and non-sectarianism, had a zest for life, and
the foresight to see potential problems looming in post-apartheid South Africa, as political
high principles gave way to greed and cronyism, was immense but the final account, I
believe, is a balanced, and readable one that is faithful to the available evidence.
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Note

1. Since Unterhalter’s critique, we have seen the publication of auto/biographies of women like
Winnie Mandela (Du Preez 2005), Zarina Maharaj (2006), Patricia de lille (Smith 2002), Charlotte
Maxeke (Jaffer 2016), Amina Dawood (Jaffer 2010), Albertina Sisulu (Elinor Sisulu 2003), Amina
Cachalia (2013), Pregs Govender (2007), and Fatima Meer (2017), amongst others.
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