
PORT ELIZABETH-
The Future is Here 

by M. G. Whisson 

Those who seek to establish the political temperature of 
black South Africa are wont to push their thermometers 
into Soweto as the biggest and most articulate centre of 
population, located conveniently close to the major inter
national airport. But a brief recollection of past decades 
wil l remind us that the political heart-land of black South 
Africa lies in the Eastern Cape. There political skills were 
learned the hard way in the frontier wars and the negotia
tions which punctuated them. There rose the educational 
institutions of Lovedale, Healdtown and Fort Hare in which 
many leaders of liberation struggles learned the essential 
techniques of communication. There, in the 1960s, two 
thousand alleged supporters of the A.N.C. were tried in 
the scattered villages and sentenced for their association 
wi th that banned organisation. There too , phoenix-like, 
the Black consciousness movement rose f rom the ashes 
of the A . N . C , providing ideological and organisational 
models for the bigger centres and providing, tragically, the 
latest in a line of martyrs to the cause of civil rights. 

Port Elizabeth is fed by that political heart-land, and the 
townships of New Brighton have been in the forefront of 
black politics in recent times. But Port Elizabeth is also 
something else. There, in a city dominated by a few big 
employers and multinational secondary industry, the pace 
of industrial and political development is being set. There 
the business and industrial sector is seeking a settled and 
increasingly skilled labour force. There, rather than on the 
reef, a society is rapidly outgrowing its demand for unor
ganised migrant labour. There then we can see foreshadowed 
some aspects of the future of South Africa as a whole. In 
the turbulence of late 1979 paradoxically, the crystal ball 
is clearer than through the pall of pol lut ion which hangs 
over the reef. 

With the shift f rom Vorster to Botha at the helm of South 
Africa, we are experiencing a change of vision at the top. 
Vorster earned his position through his handling of the 
police, prisons and justice portfol ios, and his advisers con
tinued to be dominated by the police ethos. That ethos 
emphasises control of unruly elements wi th in the country 
as the top priority—law and order (or perhaps, to get the 
emphasis right, order and law.) It is a somewhat parochial 
vision—and one manifestation of it was the ongoing dedica
t ion to the unity of Afr ikanerdom. Such an ethos readily 
leads to the violent repression of internal opposition—to 
Sharpville, Langa, Soweto 1976 shoot-outs and beat-outs. 
That violence in turn leads to an activity which has had 
rather less publicity inside South Africa—the departure of 
thousands of young people for mil i tary and political train
ing outside the country. 

P. W. Botha has come to the top by a different route and 
has a different school of advisors. The Defence Force is 
made up largely of conscripts rather than being whol ly pro
fessional, and is hence more sensitive to changes in the mood 
of young white South Africans. It is also, by def in i t ion, an 
outward looking body, concerned wi th events on and beyond 
our borders. The exiles are not seen as a problem which has 

gone away, rather as a problem about to begin. And , because 
it is engaged in an international competit ion rather than in 
a sort of political Currie Cup, the Defence Force has been 
compelled to keep fu l ly up-to-date w i th the way that wars 
are fought these days—and not just up-to-date at the top and 
theoretical levels, but up-to-date at every operational level 
of its constantly changing body of troops. The lessons of 
the Middle East, Viet Nam, Rhodesia and Iran have not been 
lost on Magnus Malan and his staff—what does it prof i t an 
army if it conquers the world of sophisticated technology, 
but loses the hearts and minds of the people it seeks to pro
tect and control? 

What this shift means at the political level for whites is 
already evident f rom statements, conferences and by - elec
tions. The Prime Minister has served notice that he is wil l ing 
to shed one right wing Afrikaner vote to gain one (or even 
less) non-Afrikaner vote, and the S.A.B.C. is referring to 
" the Anglo-Afrikaner nat ion" in what it calls its "editorials". 
The traditional suspicion of Afrikaner workers for Anglo-
Jewish or multi-national big business wi l l not be exploited 
in elections any more, unless it be by the white mineworkers 
union and the H.N.P.—although there wi l l be more fears to 
exploit as blacks are given freedom to improve their skills 
to artisan level. The ideology of national socialism which 
brought into being such creatures as ISCOR and ESCOM is 
changing—broadening the nationalism and dropping the 
socialism. 

These changes are not occurring overnight and the elemental 
passions which brought in and sustained the present regime 
for 30 years cannot be sublimated in the course of a year or 
two. Traditional prejudices have served our rulers well and 
cannot be discarded by a simple act of w i l l . And of course, 
in a crisis or situation of challenge, the temptation of a call 
to the blood is almost irresistable—and I would not l imit 
that temptation to any particular group, they wi l l all t ry it 
if they think it a winning tactic in a f ight, and complain 

bit terly when people of another group try it successfully on 
them. 

A l l this is familiar—it is the very stuff of white po l i t i cs -
it is what keeps the sex pages away f rom the sports pages 
week by week in the Sunday papers. 

It is the implications of these shifts in political emphasis for 
the blacks which is my central concern here. The search for 
a national strategy on the part of the white rulers is opening 
up a broader range of options for blacks and at this t ime we 
are witnessing both a feeling out of white bona fides and 
moral resolve, and at the same time experiencing a revolu
t ion of rising expectations. The feeling out relates to the 
sort of optimism expressed f rom time to time by Dr Koorn-
hof—just what does he mean when he says that apartheid is 
dead—is he proclaiming a law or making a joke? The rising 
expectations flowed from some of the recommendations of 
the Wiehaan and Riekert reports and from the responses of 
the more progressive companies, like Ford, which have insti
tuted training schemes on a substantial scale and given all 
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recognition legally possible to the black trade unions. The 
questioning of white resolve and the rising expectations 
together create a volatile atmosphere in the Black urban 
areas. 

There are three broad constellations of political groupings 
among the blacks today and the developments on the white 
side are giving impetus to them all. First, there are the mil i
tant revolutionaries, based for the most part outside the 
country, but dependent upon unhappiness wi th in South 
Africa to drive recruits into their camps and assured of 
widespread support if and when they return to do battle. 
The thousands who attended the funeral of one of the Silver-
ton bank raiders announced themselves as the sea in which 
the militants can hope to swim. Unfulf i l led hope of an 
improved lot, the experience of repression (whether at the 
hands of white or black police is really beside the point) 
and economic desperation have turned the hearts and minds 
of young people towards the espousal or tolerance of vio
lence as a tactic to promote change. Some may see Botha's 
proclamation of a "national strategy" as an indication that 
white resolve to go it alone is weakening as more recognise 
its long term fu t i l i t y . Revolutionary zeal is fed on hope as 
much as on desperation, and the apparent f lexibi l i ty of the 
Botha administration may provide just that hope. (My own 
reading of Botha's character is different. I think he is 
actually tougher and more single-minded than his predeces
sor, has a clearer vision of where he is going and what appears 
to be f lexibi l i ty is no more than a cautious but determined 
shift into a new and well defined direction). The revolu
tionaries in exile however have much to encourage them— 
at least f rom a safe distance—and hence remain attractive 
to both committed and romantic revolutionaries. Today 
they occasionally harass the northern borders and litt le 
bands make forays into the towns f rom time to t ime. 
Cities like Port Elizabeth are fortunate to be too far f rom 
the borders to attract such attention—yet. 

The revolutionary option puts pressure on all those who 
feel that a violent solution to South Africa's problems is 
no solution at all—that violence, like f ire, is no respecter 
of good persons. Whether one likes it or not, however, 
the violent option is not closed and it is institutionalised 
in the structures of the P.A.C. and the A.N.C. The capacity 
of these organisations to strike anywhere in South Africa 
is l imited mainly by the limits of their imagination, although 
their capacity to strike hard or to sustain an attack is limited 
by the mil i tary as the first line of external defence and by 
the police internally. And the effectiveness of the mil i tary 
and the police depends very much upon what the unhappy 
masses wi th in the country believe about their strength and 
efficiency. It is the gut level recognition by the mil i tary that 
repression is a short term expedient rather than a long term 
policy which characterises the change in emphasis between 
the last administration and the present one. 

We must recognise then, that there exists a substantial 
body of people in the country, including Port Elizabeth, 
for whom the revolutionary option is whol ly acceptable, 
but who do not publicly or actively espouse it only because 
they believe (with good reason) that it is not viable at the 
present t ime. A peaceful future for South Africa depends in 
the short term upon their continuing to believe that the 
violent option is not viable—and in the long term upon 
them being converted to the belief that the violent solution 
is no solution at all (that the spoils of war wi l l be a smoking 
ruin on which nothing decent can be bui l t) . To achieve 
that conversion it wi l l be necessary for them to feel that 
they have more to lose than they care to hazard upon the 
chances of war. And that means that the children have to 
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be assured that they wi l l be able to achieve material comfort , 
human dignity and political rights. 

The second constellation of political groupings among the 
blacks is a very mixed bag indeed. It is made up of those 
who theoretically and publicly reject all the institutions of 
apartheid, and who are not prepared to fo l low the path laid 
out by the government—a path which has led two generations 
of Advisory, Urban and Community councillors virtually 
nowhere. Its uni ty is based upon one fragile link—all its 
supporters are determined to make the present system of 
government unworkable. It includes a number of intellec
tual ideologues who split hairs over what must be boycotted 
and what tolerated and who argue about the true nature of 
the struggle or what constitutes "myst i f ica t ion" . It includes 
many for whom industrial action is seen as being the effec
tive lever for mobilising the masses and for bringing about 
radical changes—the argument here is quite simple; in the 
absence of wealth or weapons, the only effective power 
that the masses possess is the power to wi thhold their labour, 
and the strength to suffer for longer than their employers. 
We saw a few examples of that in Port Elizabeth last sum
mer. It is a long and painful process. In Britain it took about 
125 years f rom the repressive legislation which fol lowed the 
Napoleonic wars (and which contributed to the initial wave 
of English settlers to Port Elizabeth) to the tr iumph of the 
labour party in 1945. Everything grows faster in our sub
tropical climate, and it would be a rash prophet who would 
give us 125 years and a peaceful revolution. Our second 
constellation also includes many who are adopting a differ
ent strategy—who aim to capture the institutions set up by 
the government, and to turn them into platforms for sub
stantial political opposit ion. Inkatha and the Labour Party 
have demonstrated the effectiveness of that strategy—good 
organisation and some inspirational leadership being 
adequate to shatter the illusion that a meaningful percen
tage of the coloured people and the largest of the black 
groups are prepared to fol low in the path envisaged by the 
national plan. Because the revolutionary option remains 
open, and the mil i tary does not want to drive more people 
to pursue it, we may anticipate substantially more official 
tolerance of these mass movements over the next few years. 
The white political leaders may tear their hair over those 
movements because their positive goals are diverse and not 
clearly articulated—or because their goals are all too clearly 
unacceptable to the white electorate. They wi l l be, as was 
the A.N.C. before it was hounded into revolutionary vio
lence, an inescapable and menacing presence, denying all 
credibil i ty to the institutions of separate development, 
unless and unti l the separation is played down and the deve
lopment taken seriously. 

Which leads us to the third constellation of political group
ings—those groups and individuals who are prepared to fol
low the path laid down for them by the government. To 
the mass of blacks they may be stooges, although such a 
judgement would not be easily sustained in some of the so-
called "black states" today. As one such "stooge" put it, 
"we take what we are given and use it to get what we want " . 
As the chosen instruments of government policy, the coun
cils, homeland structures and the individuals who work 
wi th in them are very precious to the government. They are 
the vehicles and the personnel through which administrative 
experience is gained and experienced administrators are 
emerging. They are making a few tentative decisions, and 
learning skills which they could not learn in a racially 
stratified society. What l itt le credibil i ty the government can 
command anywhere as far as its policy towards the blacks 



is concerned, depends upon the doci l i ty and support of 
those "stooges". For half a century it has been possible for 
successive generations of white administrators to fob off 
those generous spirited men who have brought their petitions 
to them through the proper channels, and the advisory, 
urban, community councillors have taken their humiliation 
in good part because they have had no choice. But they now 
have a choice, because they have two substantial bargaining 
counters. First, they are all that the government has got to 
negotiate w i th in a "constructive and moderate" way-to use 
the terms beloved of the administrators—they have nothing 
to lose because they have nothing to begin w i th , but the 
government has its national plan and its political credibil i ty 
on the line. The black councillors and homeland leaders have 
their price—but it is no longer a bottle-store licence, a fat 
salary, a nice house and a bodyguard. The price has gone up 
—it is the price of government credibi l i ty, and it is the price 
of an alternative too ghastly to contemplate (to recall a 
cliche). 

So, we are confronted wi th what appears at first sight to be 
a paradox-that the strength of the government sponsored 
urban councils and perhaps the homelands too lies in their 
weakness; not in their own strength, but in the strength of 
those who oppose them and who urge that they be boy
cotted or overthrown f rom wi th in . In order to save them 
from collapse, it wi l l be necessary for the government to 
make substantial concessions to them—and that means a 
bit more than painting out one set of initials on the vehicles 
of the Administration Board and painting on another set. 
It w i l l mean giving the councils financial autonomy and a 
fair share of the national exchequer wi th which to upgrade 
the black areas and make them comparable wi th those out
side the townships and homelands. Only when there is 
something more than a councillors robe and embarrassment 
as prizes wi l l there be competit ion for participation in the 
apartheid councils—only then wi l l there be defections f rom 
our second constellation to our th i rd. 

What I have been describing is not something terribly new— 
ever since black leaders came to terms wi th the white colo
nists there has been a division between those who have com
promised and those who have not—between the Fingo and 
the Xhosa, the Sandiles and the Maqomas, the Matanzimas 
and the Mandelas. The goals have been more or less the same 
—participation in every aspect of the nation's life on equal 
terms—but the means have differed. What is changing, and 
this is why we live in interesting times, is the material 
environment in which the drama is being acted out. The 

absence of a cordon sanitaire of colonies to the north of 
South Africa has made the revolutionary opt ion more attrac
tive and more viable than it has been since the Cattle Kil l ing 
of 1857. Further, and this is why Port Elizabeth, w i th its 
sophisticated industrial development is so significant, the 
effectiveness of black power to withhold labour is also 
greater than ever before. You can replace one unskilled 
labourer w i th any of a mil l ion unemployed others, but you 
cannot replace a thousand striking artisans. No longer can 
whites cheerfully proclaim (as some seemed to be pro
claiming as recently as 1976) "To end the matter we have 
got The Lewis gun and they have no t " . 

South Africa has to come to terms wi th this new reality, 
and it is in Port Elizabeth that one of the f ront lines is 
being drawn. The labour unrest which began in October 1979 
did not centre on miners and dockers, as in the past, but 
upon the most sophisticated of the multi-national companies. 
Further the strikers were not uneducated and unskilled 
migrants, herded into vast compounds far f rom home, but 
relatively well educated, permanent urban residents, inte
grated into a politicised local community. The ease wi th 
which their leadership moves f rom collaboration to confronta
t ion is shown by their biographies. They include men whc 
have taken their places in the Ciskei legislative assembly and 
in the old Advisory Board, but who have now identified 
themselves wi th the "boycot ters" if not w i th the proponents 
of violence. Most of the leaders, and most of the followers 
too, have a sufficient stake in the community to prefer 
advance by negotiation—they are revisionists, not revolu
tionaries, but that preference is not an eternal verity. Faced 
by a substantial drop in their earnings due to short t ime 
working in the motor industry, the " fo l lowers" opted for 
confrontation rather than concil iation, and the old moderate 
leadership found itself in disarray. 

The other major urban areas are yet to experience this new 
sort of challenge. Port Elizabeth, w i th its unique combina
t ion of historical experience, black ethnic homogeniety, 
settled urban population and largescale secondary industry, 
is blazing the trail for the rest of the country. Whether that 
blaze becomes a bloody conflagration wi l l depend upon the 
efficiency of the secondary industry (hence its abil i ty to 
meet the rising expectations created by the progressive com
panies) and upon the real advances made in the quality of 
black urban life—both material and polit ical. The gold 
bonanza has helped industry and could be used to build a 
stable political community too, but the current rate of pro
gress gives litt le cause for optimism. • 
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