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ABSTRACT
This study investigates the gradual marginalisation of Black women in an anti-racist movement founded by Black women. For the purposes of this investigation, nine women who were activists in Blackwash and the September National Imbizo (SNI) between 2008 and 2014 were interviewed. The literature on how women navigate their way through Black nationalist movements suggests that feminist interests are often considered secondary despite women playing a critical role in building such movements. In this study, the immense contribution of women is clear from the movement’s inception and the work traces key developments that result in women losing their place from the centre of the movement. It is argued firstly that the transition from Blackwash to the SNI was a key contributing factor due to the different organisational structures of the two. Secondly, the study indicates that women’s sexual autonomy was undermined in ways that allowed for violent masculinities to take centre stage thus further marginalising women. Finally, the study posits that appropriations of a certain interpretation of Afropessimism consolidated patriarchal power within the movement. At the same time, women’s Black feminist consciousness and practice presented a challenge to the masculinisation of the movement.  
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PREFACE
From the very onset of this research report, it is evident that as its author, I am not a dispassionate observer of the subject matter that I investigate and that the writing style I adopt blends “theoretical analysis with storytelling and the content of life” (Allen and Piercy 2005: 162). Throughout the report, the method of storytelling is used to achieve various aims; to insert my personal narrative alongside those of the research participants; to provide context where it is deemed necessary and to build bridges, so to speak, between disparate parts of the larger text. None of these endeavours are pursued with the pretence of objectivity, instead, the biographical details provided are “located in larger historical and social contexts” (Richardson and Adams St Pierre 2008: 483) in an attempt to “reconcile subjectivity and objectivity” in the ways that Patricia Hill Collins suggests are critical in producing Black feminist scholarship (Collins quoted in Crawley 2012: 152).  This approach is also located within feminist autoethnography which is an “explicit reflection of one’s personal experience to break outside the circle of conventional social science and confront, court and coax the aching pain or haunting memory that one does not understand about one’s own experience” (Allen and Piercy 2005: 159). The heart, in many ways, is not left by the wayside in order to produce a report associated with an “authoritative academic style” (de Cateret 2008: 238) or writing that is “removed from human experience…eviscerated – disembowelled of passion” (Allen and Piercy 2005: 163). As the author, my “emotional presence” reveals itself on several occasions in part because reflexive writing is a healing process (Allen and Piercy 2005: 162). 
In Lewis’ (2011) view, stories are spaces of resistance to the narratives of instituted power, a position echoed by Zawacki (1992) whose interest in creating alternatives to conventional academic discourse and forms of knowing and writing what we know, leads her to ask, “Is it possible to challenge the traditional academic hierarchy which privileges expository prose by rejecting the distinction between personal writing and expository writing?” (1992: 37). This work and the manner in which parts of it are written, speaks to the possible alternatives at the core of Zawacki’s question. 
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION
1.1. Introduction
I begin my version of the story that gave birth to this study where all stories begin, at the end. Not the end but certainly the end for me or what felt like the end before I came to realise that there are as many endings as there are beginnings. It is June 2014 and I have just received correspondence from a fellow comrade. The sender of the email had joined the movement at a time when the dreams of my comrades and I seemed to dance in unison. By the time his email came, it was clearer to me – as it had been to some women before me - that the movement was no longer a place for us to dream. But even so, I hung on. 
“Why are you waiting for them to expel you? Why do you stay? What compels you? Are you afraid to leave?” the barrage of questions came in the email. It surprises me now to realise that my life had only been entangled with the movements’ for six years. A lifetime happened in those six years that comes to me now only in brief scenes. The laughter and often heated debates; the late-night drinking and the pamphlets we wrote; ordering meat at the shesa-nyama after a meeting; marching from Alexander Township to Sandton first in the cruel sun and then under the shadows of lifeless buildings. 
I remember listening to Pakama Ngceni’s interview on the radio and welling up with emotion; writing “Kom kak met ons!”[footnoteRef:1] on a placard in front of the gates of Parliament; meeting a comrade from Facebook for the first time in person and taking their face in; watching Sabar recite his poem about Baragwanath Hospital and wondering each time how he remembered it all.  And then there was all the gossip about this or the other comrade that brought a childish joy to our eyes. I remember turning around on the request of a stranger so they could read Bantu Steve Biko’s prophesy[footnoteRef:2] on the back of my T-shirt as I listened to them mouth the words to themselves, and the day Zamo played a Fat Freddy’s Drop song at Tiisetso’s rented cottage during one of our first women-only meetings in Johannesburg and falling in love with those trumpets - as with us.   [1:  Afrikaans for “Come shit with us”. This was during the SNI’s “People’s Manifesto” march to parliament in which we demanded public officials to use public services. ]  [2:  Biko’s prophesy that was carried on that T-Shirt will be explained in the third chapter] 

This catalogue of fond memories exists alongside experiences not quite as sweet but it may be the reason I held on as long as I did; “waiting to be expelled”. I was not the first woman to be expelled. A few weeks before I was expelled, Lerato had been expelled after publicising details about being physically assaulted by a fellow September National Imbizo (SNI) member. And years before that, Yolisa had suffered the same fate.  And there were more. The communication I received from the National Coordinating Committee (NCC) was matter-of-fact, without passion or embellishments:
“…The NCC officially relieves you of being a member of the SNI and now considers this matter closed. 
Thank you, 
SNI NCC” 
Six years before this, in 2008, my friends and I had founded a collective called Blackwash as four women living in Johannesburg. The details of how it was established follow in the third chapter. Within a year the collective had grown into an anti-racist movement that identified with Black Consciousness (BC) and drew close to a hundred young women and men from around the country, and thousands on the Facebook social media platform. By 2010 Blackwash had transitioned into an organisation known as the September National Imbizo (SNI) and continued to attract young Black people who identified with the movement’s radical Black politics. As the women who founded Blackwash, we were instrumental in influencing the direction and growth of both Blackwash and SNI organisations but by the time we left the SNI whether by choice or expulsion, our marginalisation was unquestionable, alongside that of many women activists in the liberation movement. 
As the literature review in the following chapter reveals, the marginalisation of women in Black liberation movements is common. Often the liberation movements whose histories are recorded are either founded by men or the role played by Black women in establishing the liberation movements is poorly recorded. This research however provides insights into a Black liberation movement founded exclusively by Black women activists, albeit one that ends up marginalising women.  
1.2. Research Objectives and Questions 
The main objective of this study is to investigate how a movement founded by women and in which women were central and influential, namely Blackwash, transitioned into the SNI movement which systematically marginalised women. The study is primarily interested in drawing understanding from women’s perspectives on why and how this came to be. In achieving the key objective of my research, the following subthemes will be explored:
· How the sexual politics of both Blackwash and SNI organisations contributed towards women’s changing position in the movement; and 
· How intellectual debates around Afropessimism influenced the ways in which Black women’s liberation was thought of and the impact this had on the marginalisation of women.
This study therefore seeks to contribute towards the vast scholarship on women’s involvement in Black liberation movements and how they negotiate their place within such formations.
 1.3. Research Methodology and Methods  
This study is primarily interested in understanding the views of Black women who were activists in either Blackwash or the SNI or both organisations, between the years 2008 and 2014. In ways suggested by Amina Mama, this study “investigates black women in their own right” without the necessity of a control group (2002: 75). My research is exclusively focused on women’s accounts of their experiences and does not engage men who belonged to either organisation as a control group. The reasons are two-fold; firstly, along with Mama (2002), I believe that there is a wealth of insight that can be gleaned from women without the necessity of employing a comparative method. Secondly, as will be revealed in the following chapters, relations between many of my former male comrades and I soured over the years due to political differences that affected me personally and interviewing many of them would have put me in a position of reliving the hurt of earlier years. While no men are interviewed, some of their voices are included through the Facebook entries that they had shared, which are analysed in the study. 
Mama also underscores the importance of researching Black women due to the kinds of material that can be generated from their experiences towards theorising about the interrelatedness of race and gender (2002: 66). And according to Hill Collins, Black women political activists, in particular, play a critical role in contributing towards Black women’s intellectual tradition. She writes: 
“Through their words and actions, political activists have...contributed to the Black women’s intellectual tradition. Producing intellectual work is generally not attributed to Black women artists and political activists. Such women are typically thought of as non-intellectual and non-scholarly, classifications that create a false dichotomy between scholarship and activism, between thinking and doing” (1990: 15-16). 
The study therefore affirms the idea that that there is value to be gained from  researching a historically oppressed group such as Black women and that Black women activists in particular are a critical sub-group of inquiry.  
The research methodology that has been adopted in this project is qualitative as opposed to quantitative and a combination of techniques including, semi-structured interviews, and autoethnography have been adopted. Since this research is interested in perceptions and meaning-making, a methodology that is grounded in quantitative methods would not only disadvantage the objectives of the research, but be decisively incompatible with them. More specifically, a feminist qualitative research methodology is used through employing feminist standpoint theory in which the experiences of women are privileged (Olesen: 1994). While there are criticisms about essentialising experience when using standpoint theory, Olesen suggests that many scholars have dealt with this issue in their feminist research by framing experience within economic or class influences (1994: 167). 
In terms of delineating what makes research feminist beyond it being conducted by a woman or having women as subjects, Kum-Kum Bhavnani (1993) offers useful categories: that the work should not reproduce established structures of power; the process of research should make reference to the micro-political dynamics between the researcher and the researched and finally, should engage in questions of difference where they arise. That the research participants of my inquiry include personal friends, a family relative in one case and former comrades of a movement that I was a part of, meant that I was positioned as an ‘outsider within’, a concept formulated by Hill Collins (1990). Building on Hill Collins, Beoku-Betts argues that:
To be an outsider within means that in spite of one’s involvement / identification as an insider, one can never be totally accepted by the community in question. Nonetheless, this unique position on the margins allows one to retain a critical perspective to understand aspects of behaviour not immediately obvious to the insider (1994: 419). 
To that acknowledgment, a key advantage of this perspective is that it allows for “a fuller and more inclusive view and less alienated insights because the researcher is not separate and detached from the experience of the research participants” (Beoku-Betts 1994: 419). During the interviews, for instance, the participants often cross-checked certain details with me because of our shared history and experiences and I became a resource to the interviewees in ways that an outsider could not have, thus allowing for collaborative meaning-making.
However, being as close as I am to the subject of this research also meant that one of my most important considerations as a researcher was how I would maintain some level of distance and create clear boundaries between myself and the respondents in order to ensure that the validity of the research is not compromised (Acker et al: 1983 and McCormick: 2012). Therefore, at times, even when I had a different recollection of events, I would not interrogate the research participants’ versions in order to allow for the process of inquiry to be as authentic as possible rather than overly influenced by my own perspectives and recollections.  
An essential element of feminist research is that it sees the “researcher as a central active ingredient of the research process rather than the technical operator that can be inferred by professional ethical codes” (Edwards and Mauthner 2012: 15). Inasmuch as I needed to be cognisant of my role as researcher and the ethical responsibilities that come with that, my aim was not to claim objectivity but to understand the research process as an intersubjective activity (England 1994: 244) especially since autoethnography was one of the techniques employed. 
Using autoethnography meant referencing my own experiences alongside those of my research participants. Autoethnography, as Ellis et al argue, “Seeks to describe and systematically analyse personal experience in order to understand cultural experience” (2011: 273). It challenges master universal narratives on the one hand and also that long contested idea that research can be done “from a neutral, impersonal and objective stance” (2011: 274). Flemons and Green (2002) suggest that there are many anxieties linked to writing autoethnographies including: ‘outing’ oneself — whether intentionally or not — and how that might change one’s relationship with the audience and personal relationships; and the dilemma of choosing which ‘self’ one reveals in their research. Selecting which parts of my experiences to reveal in the process of writing about my individual perspectives was a considerable challenge because unlike the research participants, I was not probed or prompted with questions. As a result, I often referenced my own experiences based on what the research participants had already revealed in their interviews except when my experiences were significantly different. 
A leading criticism of autoethnography is that it is self-indulgent and whatever the levels of accuracy of that charge might be, it is important to note that autoethnography is only one of three main techniques used in my research which helps balance out the possible overemphasis on my personal experiences. At the same time, I am equally comforted by the importance of the personal in the construction of feminist theory. As hooks argues, 
One positive feature of contemporary feminism was insistence on experience as a location for the construction of theory. Across class, women were encouraged to see critical analysis of personal experience (not mere confession) as a ground on which to construct theory...Lately there is a tendency in feminist theoretical writing to be contemptuous of the personal…I have gone back to ‘confession’ not as a need to tell my story in public or to be narcissistic, but because I realise that people really learn from shared experience (1990: 77). 
In terms of the sampling choice for the study, I used non-probability sampling, and specifically judgment sampling. The participants of the research are Black women activists who were part of Blackwash and/or the SNI at any point between 2008 and 2014. I have focused on this period because it was a time when the movement was, in my view, at its height of activity.  While there are disadvantages to judgment sampling such as high levels of bias, other techniques used in the collection of data, such as the Facebook entries of movement members contributed in lessening this possibility of bias.
One of the research techniques used is semi-structured interviews. According to Corbetta, semi-structured interviews
 “give both the interviewer and the respondent ample freedom while at the same time ensuring that all the relevant themes are dealt with and the necessary information collected” (2003: 270). 
As much as semi-structured interviews are based on a set of questions determined by the researcher, which could be seen as a limitation, there is room to gain deeper understanding of the respondents’ perspectives through this method. 
In meeting the objectives of this study, I have also analysed Facebook entries and official documents of both Blackwash and the SNI. These public documents of the movement provided the discursive context within which the narratives of my research participants emerged. This triangulation of data enhanced the credibility and validity of the research findings. The benefit of referencing the organisations’ public documents, in addition to the in-depth interviews, is that they are “produced independently of the actions of the researcher” which means that the information gathered is ‘non-reactive’ as it is not subject to possible distortion due to the interaction between the researcher and the subject studied (Corbetta, 2003: 287). 
Both Blackwash and SNI were active on Facebook and in the course of their existence opened up several pages as part of their organising, mobilising and recruitment strategies. Apart from that, several discussions and debates were hosted on the platform and at the time the research process began, some of these pages were still active and accessible to the public. During a particularly challenging time in the SNI movement, when sexism was openly discussed on Facebook, a considerable part of the three week long discussion (in September 2012) was copied by a member of the coordinating committee and shared via email. Even though that specific page had been closed by the time that I began this research, I still had access to the portion of the discussion that had been emailed to members of the NCC in the SNI. This presented a limitation in that, without the full archive of the discussion, some context in the debate was lost. However, as the study will indicate, that Facebook archive proved to be an invaluable resource.  
For the purposes of this study nine women were interviewed. Their ages range between 28 and 40-years-old. Seven of the women are based in Johannesburg while two are based in Port Elizabeth and Cape Town respectively. The interviews of the latter two were conducted over the telephone due to financial constraints of travelling to their respective cities. As a result these two telephonic interviews were much shorter than the rest owing to their remote nature thus presenting limitations in my ability to conduct the interviews in ways satisfactory to me. The majority of the interviewees are Xhosa-speaking like me but a significant amount of our conversations were conducted in English. In instances where isiXhosa was spoken, I translated into English except where I felt the original expression needed to be preserved. 
1.4. Narrative Research 
In an essay titled, “Analysis of Personal Narratives”, Catherine Kohler Reissman posits that “[P]ersonal narratives are, at the core of meaning-making units of discourse” and are of interest “precisely because narrators interpret the past in stories, rather than reproduce the past as it was” (2000: 172). The women I interviewed often relayed contradictory details about the events they highlighted and oftentimes their recollections contrasted with mine. Reissman’s argument above therefore assists in understanding that whether the events described happened or not or in a particular sequence is irrelevant because “the ‘truths’ of narrative accounts lie not in their faithful representation of a past world, but in the shifting connections they forge between past, present and future” (2000: 174). 
Narrative research therefore is effectively about the meanings that interviewees construct rather than objective facts in the stories that they relay. Reissman is also interested in the ways in which personal narratives have a performative element, not because the interviewee is inauthentic but “negotiates how they want to be known by the stories they develop collaboratively with audiences” (2000: 173). She adds that “informants do not ‘reveal’ an essential self as much as they perform a preferred self, selected from the multiplicity of selves or persona that individuals switch between as they go about their lives” (2000: 174). In their interviews therefore, the research participants do not share one coherent “self” but rather select a particular way to present themselves from a range of options at their disposal. Their stories are not a representation of a singular identity but are instead “repositories of different fragmented components of consciousness and identity” (Bozzoli 1991: 12).  
Making the case for the critical contribution of women in Tanganyikan nationalism, Geiger (1996) argues that women’s narratives challenge metanarratives that consistently and uncritically centre men. This study aligns itself with work of this nature by focusing on the women’s narratives.
1.5. Research Report Chapter Outline
This study is organised into seven chapters. This introductory chapter outlines the key aims of the research report and includes the research methodology and methods used. Chapter two of the study is a literature review focused on Black women’s experiences within anti-racist or Black liberation movements. The chapter also provides the theoretical framework within which this study has been conducted. 
The third chapter provides a detailed background into the formation of Blackwash, the role women played and the structure that the movement chose to adopt at the time. This is followed by a chapter focusing on the establishment of the SNI and the key developments in its formation that assist in exploring the main themes of this study. 
In the fifth chapter I discuss how sexual politics functioned and the way it may have contributed to the marginalisation of women in the movement. The chapter explores women’s attempts at negotiating sexual freedom in Blackwash and how the transition to the SNI presented a different environment for women. 
Chapter six of the study is an exploration of the profound influence of Afropessimism on conceptions of gender on the movement and how interpretations and understandings of it may have compounded the decentralisation of Black women. The chapter begins by examining how the theory was received and appropriated in ways that may have promoted the marginalisation of women.
In the concluding chapter I provide a summary of the key findings of the study and its major contributions.  



CHAPTER TWO:
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK & LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. Introduction 
In this chapter I will discuss the theoretical debates that this study is located in as well as provide a review of the literature about women’s involvement in Black liberation movements in South Africa. I locate this study primarily within debates on nationalism and feminism because while neither Blackwash nor SNI self-identified as nationalist organisations, they share characteristics with liberation movements such as the ANC and the BC movement in terms of organised mobilisation against white supremacy. Even though Blackwash and the SNI operated in an era of Black governance, their critique of the ANC government was that it maintained a white supremacist structure. 
2.2. Theoretical Framework: The Gendered Nature of Nationalism  
This study is located within feminist scholarship that theorises about the gendered nature of nations and nationalisms. Key amongst these thinkers is Anne McClintock (1991) whose work points us to the absence of gender theory amongst male theorists of nationalism in particular. She argues that, “all nationalisms are dependent on powerful constructions of gender difference” and that “nationalism is constituted from the very beginning as a gendered discourse and cannot be understood without a theory of gender power” (1991: 105). According to McClintock, we cannot conceive of nationalisms without considering the ways in which citizenship is centred on the male figure while women are peripheral and “denied any direct relation to national agency” (1993: 62). In juxtaposing Afrikaner nationalism with African nationalism McClintock emphasises that there is no single version of nationalism, however, a gender dynamic is always present. Nira Yuval Davis (1997) is equally interested in a gendered understanding of nations and nationalisms. Echoing McClintock, she posits that “notions of nationhood usually involve specific notions of ‘manhood’ and ‘womanhood’” (1997: 1) and that “gender and nation…are informed and constructed by each other (1997: 21). Her interest in women’s relation to nationalism includes: characterisations of women as biological producers of nations; cultural reproduction and the responsibility borne by women in this regard and constructions of manhood and womanhood linked to participation in militaries. Cynthia Enloe’s work is influential and her powerful description of nationalism features widely in the scholarship of feminist theorists concerned with questions of gender and nation. She claims that:
 “Nationalism typically has sprung from masculinised memory, masculinised humiliation and masculinised hope. Anger at being ‘emasculated’ or turned into a nation of ‘busboys’ has been presumed to be the natural fuel for igniting a nationalist movement” (1989: 44). 
Enloe therefore argues that nationalism is a direct response to the gendered nature of colonialism and imperialism. Enloe and Erlank (2003) are closely versed to the arguments that African nationalism was a response to European masculinist discourses which underscores the racialised nature of nationalism. On the other hand, Desiree Lewis (2008) draws our attention to the relationship between the nation and sexuality and the ways in which belonging to a nation is connected to “legitimate and ‘natural’ sexual roles” which citizens are expected to perform. 
Debates about nationalism and feminism ought to be viewed within this theoretical framework. In the following sections, I review the literature focused on nationalism and feminism in the African National Congress (ANC) and Black Consciousness Movement (BCM). 
2.3. Literature Review 
2.3.1. Introduction  
It is important to note that while this section focuses on literature on Black women involved in nationalist liberation movements, it would be a great oversight not to consider women’s independent organising prior to the formation of the ANC especially since women were barred from its membership until the mid-20th century: three decades after the establishment of the party in 1912. Gasa (2007) argues that women’s relationship to the ANC before full membership was opened to them is a complex one that cannot be reduced to outright exclusion as Wells (1993) and Walker (1982) suggest. In Gasa’s view, we need to take into account that “‘formal absence’ does not signify ‘real absence’ while ‘formal membership’ does not mean ‘real and effective participation’” (2007: 145). In other words, that women did not enjoy full membership in the early years of the establishment of the ANC does not mean that Black women did not have a relationship with the party in whatever way, and this is of important consideration. Furthermore, McClintock points out that in first thirty years of the ANC, “black women’s relation to nationalism was structured around a contradiction: their exclusion from full political membership within the ANC contrasted with their increasing grass-roots activism” (1993: 73). Black women therefore, were not dependent on membership to the ANC in order to mobilise themselves politically. 
At the same time, Black women’s political organising precedes their entry into the ANC and according to Gasa, women’s protests against pass laws date back as far as 1894 in Bloemfontein when women wrote to their local authorities objecting to ‘service books’ (Gasa 2007: 133). Both Gasa (2007) and Wells (2001) highlight women’s militancy in their actions even as they faced arrest.  
There are contested interpretations of these women’s motivation for participating in such protests. According to Wells, women were in part, “motivated by their virtually inviolable dedication to their roles as mothers and homemakers” and the “threat to their ability to carry out these functions...triggered an extremely emotive response” (2001: 139). While it may be true that women saw the passbook as a threat to their traditional roles within the domestic sphere, this view however, undermines women’s ability to link the specificity of the pass laws, to a broader conception of national liberation. In her biography of Charlotte Maxeke, a key founding member of the Bantu Women’s League (BWL) in January 1918, which later came to be a direct consequence of the pass law protests, Zubeida Jaffer points out that Maxeke linked the anti-pass struggles of men and women.  Jaffer quotes Maxeke posing the following question; “How can men liberate women from the pass laws when they themselves are subjected to them? Let men and women cooperate against pernicious Laws...in this building up of the nation, women must lead” (2016: 117). This suggests that Maxeke, one of the most influential women leaders of the time, did not only see the pass laws as a threat to women’s role in the home but also as an opportunity for women to take leadership within the public space and contribute towards nation building. It is limited and paternalistic therefore, to view the involvement of women in the early anti-pass struggles as a response only to the disturbance of domestic life as Wells (2001) argues. 



2.3.2. Nationalism, Feminism & the Congress Movement 
In her study of the ANC from its establishment in 1912 to1950, Erlank (2003) traces the ways in which gender and masculinity are constructed within the nationalist discourse of the party. She found that the rhetoric of the time was saturated in references to masculinity and the restoration of a lost manhood. This, she argues, was largely because of existing patriarchy within the African community but also because of the emphasis on “masculinity as politically mature adulthood” by the British which African men were deprived of in various ways, including being denied the right to vote and the right to own property. As Elaine Unterhalter (2000) suggests, “the social construction of masculinity in South Africa cannot be understood outside the complex working of race, class and formations of the state in different periods” (2000: 162). Black men of the time, therefore, were responding directly to the conditions that they faced, the form of governance imposed on the Black community and notions of white masculinity against which they resisted.  In her study of the autobiographical texts of various male nationalist activists, Unterhalter found a common thread of heroic masculinity which neglected the “political interests and differently contoured forms of political work by women” (2000: 157) and in which women are characterised as being merely part of the backdrop of the private domestic sphere. Her study indicates that the heroic masculinity and the construction of women in male activists’ autobiographical texts, is in line with dominant discourses within African nationalism. 
However, it is also important to highlight the nuances presented by progressive men within the congress movement who defended the importance of women participating in political work. In 1955, for instance, Oliver Tambo urged men to relieve women of their domestic labour so that they could have an opportunity to be politically active. Tambo was generally known to take a progressive view on women’s emancipation as a precondition for national liberation (McClintock 1991: 115). While Tambo was not feminist, as Hassim argues, he was committed to women participating fully in the movement and appointed women such as Lindiwe Mabuza, Barbara Masekela and Ruth Momphati in key leadership roles (2004: 443). 
Despite the ANC’s historic acceptance of women’s membership, and the utterances of progressive men within the party, Hassim argues that women’s ability to harness feminist consciousness within the organisation was restrained by negative attitudes towards feminism in the party (2006: 29). She suggests that there were several reasons for this, with the first one being that it was seen as an ideology originating from the West and therefore only applicable to that part of the world. Feminism was also seen as divisive mainly because of women’s increasing calls for organisational independence, and more decentralised and democratic processes within the movement with a better understanding of how power relations operate. Hassim argues that gender equality was seen by the organisation as a secondary objective, while national liberation was considered to be more urgent. Women were tasked with mobilising and recruiting other women into the movement for the purposes of achieving national liberation while discouraged from addressing issues of gender equality within the movement and society at large. 
According to Hassim, “feminism is...placed within a contestatory relationship with nationalism” because nationalism limits the “possibility of collective agency for women” (Hassim 2006:34). She further suggests that while nationalism may in some instances provide an enabling environment for women, it is also a major, hindrance especially if the power of male-dominated nationalist organisations is left unchecked (2006: 40). As a result of what seems to be irreconcilable ideologies, Hassim argues that there is increasing scholarship that suggests that “feminism and nationalism are at their very core antagonistic projects” and that feminism ultimately needs to be freed from nationalist discourses (2006: 39).  Hassim’s argument is similar to McClintock’s who argues that feminism has always been regarded as the maidservant of nationalism and that “most nationalisms have been singularly unenthusiastic about granting gender conflict as fundamental a role in history as class or race conflict, and feminism for its own sake has either been scoffed at or unceremoniously squelched” (1991: 122).
Zine Magubane (2010) has challenged the idea that nationalist liberation movements are necessarily hostile towards feminism merely because such movements are generally male dominated (2010: 981). She argues instead that nationalism and feminism are not homogeneous terms but rather context-specific.  Magubane opposes the idea that nationalism and feminism represent singular ideas but instead localised interpretations by the women and men who engage with the concepts (ibid). She further challenges arguments made by Walker and Wells that women within the nationalist liberation movement failed to achieve a particular level of feminist consciousness in their organisations and proposes that we instead focus on the type of consciousness developed by women (2010: 982). 
According to Magubane, African women should not be held responsible for being suspicious of feminism. Instead “the women and men who have been part of the western bourgeois feminist tradition [who] have made themselves the privileged and exclusive subject of these discourses” and as a result “have tended to extrapolate and generalise from their own experiences and social locations” ought to be more reflective (2010: 983). In other words, African women were well within their rights to be suspicious of feminism considering that they were often excluded from the discourse. Magubane suggests that it is not feminism that African women are rejecting but rather its framing as a discourse of whiteness. At the same time, she seems to suggest, African women in nationalist liberation movements did not reject feminism completely and Ntantala’s view is indicative of this when she says, “the reactionary nature of white bourgeois feminism should not be allowed to detract from the sound principles of women’s emancipation, any more than Botha’s calling himself a ‘nationalist’ tarnishes the image of nationalism in general” (quoted in Magubane 2010: 981). 
Finally, in opposition to Hassim’s assertion that women failed to develop what she referred to as “feminist ideological and procedural frameworks for politics”, Magubane posits that considerations of women’s ability to develop feminist consciousness should not be approached from the position of theoretical abstraction. Instead, scholars should “deal with the actual political and social conditions that structured women’s lives and thus exerted a profound influence both on their chosen methods of activism as well as on the ways in which they perceived their experiences” (2010: 996). Magubane argues that the feminist activism of women in the Federation of South African Women (FEDSAW) and the ANC Women’s League (ANCWL) was a particular brand of anti-colonial feminism that sought to combine racial and gender ideologies within their nationalist organisations.
2.3.3. Conclusion 
The arguments highlighted in the above debate suggest that there has been a great attempt to understand how nationalism and feminism have interacted with each other within the ANC. Magubane emphatically challenges the idea that women in the congress movement rejected feminism outright and argues instead that women appropriated feminism for their local uses even within a nationalist movement, in order to create a specific brand of anti-colonial nationalist feminism. These debates about nationalism and feminism in the congress movement provide a context within which to understand struggles within Blackwash and the SNI. Formed almost a century after the ANC, both organisations declared themselves to be anti-patriarchal from the onset, a testament to the decades-long feminist agitation of women within the congress movement that made the incorporation of women obvious. 
2.3.4. Masculinist Discourses within the Black Consciousness Movement 
Key debates about Black women within the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM) have centred around the prioritisation of masculinist discourses emphasised through the famous slogan credited to the second president of the South African Students Organisation (SASO), Barney Pityana, “Black Man you are on your own”. For Pumla Gqola, while the same slogan would have been expressed in a more inclusionary manner in African languages, the use of man nonetheless placed “the man in the position of the ‘empowered speaker” while the woman’s absence from the referent is symbolic of her place in Black Consciousness thought – which is that of the ‘powerless and voiceless’ who plays largely ancillary roles in BC leadership” (2001: 141- 142). As a direct consequence of the exclusion of women from BC rhetoric, their experiences were not politicised alongside other subject positions such as class, age and geographical location because, as Gqola argues, this would require acknowledging specific experiences faced by Black women rather than the disproportionate focus on men (2001). In his writings, Biko often lamented the loss of manhood suffered by the Black man as a result of racial oppression and as McQueen argues, the primary objective of Black Consciousness was “the rehabilitation of black masculinity” (2011: 79). In this regard, the BC movement kept with the tradition of nationalist liberation movements instead of challenging it as it had in other areas. Gqola draws us to the importance of understanding the context within which assertions of manhood is made, and argues that, “it is not the mere claiming or evoking of manhood that matters, but also the specific ways in which contexts inflect meanings of such assertions of specific masculinities” (2009: 66). According to Gqola, assertions of manhood cannot be read only as “automatically indexing patriarchal relationships with women” without considering the context as Raymond Suttner suggests. He writes: 
The infantilisation of Africans and men in particular links to or seeks to justify political domination by designating Africans as a race of children. [...] In reading African assertions of manhood therefore, we need to understand it as a challenge not only to a childlike status but as symbolising wider rejection over lordship. [...] The assertion of manhood is in this context a claim for freedom (Quoted in Gqola 2009: 65).
In bell hooks’ critique of Malcolm X’s contradictory position as a Black liberation struggle icon with sexist views (even though he would later become more progressive in her view), she also implores us to understand his focus on manhood within a particular context. She writes:
We must understand Malcolm in light of that historical legacy in which racism and white supremacy are forms of domination where violation and dehumanisation have been articulated and described through a gendered patriarchal rhetoric. That is to say, when folks talk about the cruel history of white domination of black people in the United States – as exemplified by the emasculation of black men – they often make liberation synonymous with the establishment of black patriarchy, of black men gaining the right to dominate women and children (2006: 216).  
Similarly, Busiswe Deyi (2013) stresses that it is important to “understand the psychosexual and political structures that have been created by the history of oppression in South Africa and how that has influenced how South African black men have conceptualised their masculine identities in relation to womyn; how black men have defined themselves within an oppressive system” (2013: 4). We therefore cannot read the utterances of the male activists within the BCM outside of the environment against which they were reacting. As Gqola reminds us, that assertions of manhood are made against an oppressive state does not mean that those same assertions do not suggest a gendered hierarchy within the Black community (2009: 66).
BC activist, Oshadi Mangena is amongst many who have defended the use of “man” arguing that it was typical of the BCM’s lexicon at the time which was borrowed from Western discourse that used ‘man’ to refer to Mankind (2008: 58). Mangena is emphatic that ‘man’ was used “completely outside gender as experience and concept” and that there is “no proximate or remote connection between this usage at the time and ‘gender’” (ibid).  But this is precisely the point that Gqola argues against: the idea that language is innocent and that the use of man is only incidental rather than connected to structures of power (2001). Mangena’s defence of the BCM is also interesting in as far as it suggests that the movement’s choices were limited by the era in which the activists lived. As Daniel Magaziner reminds us, Thoko and Malusi Mpumlwana have made a similar point arguing that Biko was “a product of his time” (2011: 46). In an interview, BC activist Julian Kunnie shared her convictions about this, claiming that:
Unequivocally, Biko was a product of this time, like all freedom fighters. Had he lived today, I am convinced that he would be deeply sensitive to the question of the oppression of women, the cornerstone of all revolutionary movements (Quoted in Magaziner 2011:46).
The assumption Kunnie makes here is that the progression of time necessarily leads to progressive politics without providing any supporting evidence or acknowledging that time and circumstances can at times lead to regressive politics. Former BC activist, Mamphela Ramphele has shared a similar position to Kunnie stating that: “One has to judge BC male activists as products of their environment. They had to be sensitive to the feelings of people on a wide range of issues, including sexism, if they were to influence public opinion” (1992: 219). It is unclear in Ramphele’s statement why addressing sexism would necessarily require more sensitivity other than that the men in the movement and in society in general, would most likely be resistant.
Kopano Ratele challenges this “deterministic and unidirectional” justification that Biko was a product of his time and concludes that this is a futile defence which does not help deepen understanding of Biko’s politics and the society that produced him (2006: 176). According to Ratele, far from being a ‘product of his time’, Biko was in fact, not of his time when one considers some of the actions that he initiated such as the walk out from NUSAS (National Union of South African Students) and the tone with which he addressed ‘his elders’ within the liberation movement (ibid). Magaziner challenges this same line of thinking by demonstrating how the Youth Christian Movement (YCM), which worked closely with the BCM and was therefore of the same time, engaged closely with feminist politics in its cultural education programmes and in its calls to reform the church (2011: 50). The question then would be that if both movements where products of the same social forces and era; why was the BCM less open to engaging in feminist ideas. How was the YCM able to introduce progressive discussions about women and feminism without being hobbled by “the times”? Ratele and Magaziner both show that the argument that Biko and the BCM at large, was a product of the times is inadequate in justifying the absences and silences about Black women’s experience of racial oppression.
On the other hand, Mangena posits that the BCM was “ahead of its time” and belabours the point that the first elected president of the Black People’s Convention (BPC), Mrs M. Kgarwe, was a well-respected woman, thus proving how advanced the BCM was in comparison to other liberation movements. That she was elected as leader of the organisation, certainly attests to the movement’s progressive position in this regard however, for an organisation to be truly anti-patriarchal, it takes more than just electing a woman. As Ramphele’s account about her own experience as a leader reveals, a woman’s authority can be undermined in overt and subtle ways and it is not enough to merely elect a woman as leader (1992: 222).
It is important to note that some women, who identified with BC ideology, wrote themselves into its discourses in spite of the exclusionary language. Emma Mashinini, for instance commenting on the impact of BC on her political life said, “I think Black Consciousness made us” it meant “Black man, black person, black woman, wake up, stand up for yourselves, and know who you are” (quoted in McQueen: 2011: 95). But that women had to insert themselves into the discourse of a movement claiming to fight for the liberation of all Black people is demonstrative of the secondary position that women were relegated to. Ratele is of the view that Biko was addressing himself primarily to Black men and argues that not only is there a danger in Black men being used as a figure that is representative of the suffering of all Black people, but also in ignoring the fact that Black men do not have uniform identities, histories, desires or sexualities (2006: 181). This dovetails with Deyi’s argument that Black Consciousness did not offer an alternative definition of masculinity, nor did it “attempt to reconceptualise the black man’s identity” or engage in an “in-ward looking process” what she terms “black-masculine consciousness” (2013: 6). According to McQueen, BC’s focus on reclaiming manhood was a missed opportunity to engage critically with the normative value placed on masculinity. The above scholars are of the view that the disproportionate focus on manhood within the BCM not only relegated women to a secondary position but also avoided key discussions on masculinities, whether oppressive or liberating, and the varied experiences of different Black men. By focusing on the restoration of manhood, BC worked on the assumption that manhood is in and of itself a positive attribute without interrogating this sufficiently.


2.3.5 The Feminism vs Nationalism Debate within the BCM 
As with the congress movement, the BCM engaged with feminism in varying ways that reveal consistencies with Black nationalist organisations. For instance, according to BCM activist, Deborah Matshoba, when she approached Biko about the BCM potentially starting a women’s wing, his major concern was that such a move would divide the movement (2008: 280). Biko’s response to the idea of women’s independent organising is consistent with the “feminism as divisive” trope discussed above in relation to the congress movement and as Gqola argues, within the BCM, “difference was not explored as an area of possible strength” (2001: 135) and instead seen as a threat to solidarity. In a similar vein, former SASO activist Asha Rambally, argues that the BCM made a ‘strategic choice’ to relegate women’s specific concerns “in the face of opposition from a seemingly invincible white nationalist party-state that was quick to exploit any sign of division in order to subjugate Black people even further” (Magaziner 2011: 47). It is unclear, in either of these views, why a Black nationalist feminist position would cause division instead of strengthening the position of Black women and men fighting against apartheid at the time. 
In a way that betrays a common concern about the undue influence of the West on local Black feminists, SASO activist, Dan Mogale told Magaziner that, “we are not saying women’s issues are not actually important to us but we want to say they cannot be brought in the same way they are understood in the European context” (2010: 36). The Black Women’s Federation (BWF), a BCM affiliated organisation, according to Ramphele, also did not prioritise women’s specific concerns (1992: 216). Ravin shares this view and argues that the struggle for gender equality was subsumed under the struggle for national liberation because the movement “embraced the belief that gender emancipation is contingent upon the political liberation of Blacks” (1991: 76). Even though the BWF, unlike FSAW and the ANCWL operated independently of male dominated organisations that it was associated with, it chose to prioritise the project of national liberation over a black feminist struggle. McQueen proposes that, “part of SASO’s limitation in coming to terms with an emergent feminist critique was due to the philosophy of Black Consciousness itself, which rhetorically rejected dialogue with white groups and viewed claims to women’s liberation with great suspicion” (2011). As much as there is ample evidence suggesting that feminism was considered with suspicion by the BCM, it is unclear why the movement’s critique of white liberal politics would necessarily lead to a rejection of Black feminist politics as McQueen suggests. Mangena, on the other hand, offers that a unique focus on women’s concerns was unnecessary because the BCM had elected a woman as the first president of the BPC, but also because “African women do not see their men as only part of the problem without being part of the solution” (2008: 263). 
My view however, is that a Black feminist approach does not necessarily exclude men from being part of the solution to Black liberation but insists on a critique of male domination within the Black community. It would have been valuable, therefore, for the BCM to engage in a more inclusive politics rather than offer the dismissals that it did. Inspired by the then banned Pan Africanist Congress, the BCM captured the imagination of Black youth in the ‘60s and ‘70s by challenging the non-racialism of the congress movement and insisting on creating an exclusively Black organisation. However, in terms of prioritising the experiences of Black women and embracing Black feminism, the literature suggests that the BCM did not make much headway despite placing women in key positions. Instead, feminism was viewed as divisive so as to preserve male domination within the movement without exploring the ways in which Black feminism could benefit the movement and the Black community in its entirety.  
2.3.6. Conclusion
More than the Congress movement, the Blackwash and SNI movements cited the BCM as a source of inspiration and influence in its politics, as is exemplified in the key base documents of both movements. However, from the literature reviews of texts on women in the Congress movement and in the BCM, there are evidently more shared experiences amongst women than there are differences. Both movements had masculinist discourses which centralised Black male positionality to the exclusion of Black women’s experiences. Secondly, both movements resisted feminism on the basis that it was a foreign concept inapplicable to the African context. While the Congress movement would after years of women’s struggles, accept that women’s issues were integral to the national liberation project and hold several conferences that centralised women’s issues, this remains a contested subject that is far from being resolved. In both movements, the struggle for gender equality in the public and private sphere was subsumed under the collective struggle for national liberation. Even though the Congress Movement adhered to a fundamentally non-racial political approach and the BCM was exclusively Black and anti-racist in approach, the experiences of women in either movement do not seem to have been fundamentally different despite these divergent ideological positions.
While the available literature provides crucial insights into feminist debates within movements founded and dominated by men, Blackwash is unique because women were central in its establishment. I see this study as a contribution towards on-going debates about feminism and nationalism and the experiences of the women interviewed as an opportunity to theorise further. 
















CHAPTER THREE:
 BLACKWASH 
3.1. Introduction 
This chapter will focus on how Blackwash movement was established. The background material also discusses the movement’s programmes and political positions once it was formed. The chapter will also focus on the structure of the movement and the contribution that women made towards building Blackwash. It is important to note that that in writing the background I have made use of the movement’s official documents, my own recollections which are interwoven with the voices of the women that are interviewed for this study. 
3.2. Blackwash: The Beginnings
In late 2008, the Sunday Times reported that African National Congress (ANC) struggle stalwart and businessman, Tokyo Sexwale had bought himself an island, off the coast of Mozambique for R650 million[footnoteRef:3]. I read this report with three other women friends, Bukiwe Gubu, Pakama Ngceni and Noxolo Yekela with whom I shared a living space in a Johannesburg suburb.  It was during our weekly ritual of pouring over the Sunday papers. We complained bitterly, as we had done countless times before, about the elites within the governing party and their disregard for the Black majority many of whom, more than a decade after the fall of apartheid lived under appalling conditions. The irony of Sexwale being detained on Robben Island during the struggle against apartheid for an equal society and then years later affording to buy an island for his personal gain did not miss us[footnoteRef:4]. The rage we felt was not just towards him, but the entire negotiated settlement. As Ngceni reflected on our discussion on Sexwale: [3: http://www.2oceansvibe.com/2013/04/29/here-is-tokyo-sexwales-r650-million-island-photo-gallery/]  [4: http://www.sahistory.org.za/people/mosima-gabriel-tokyo-sexwale] 

“We were not happy with post-94, we were not happy with the myths that we had grown up being sold, that we realised were not true and we were angry. We were always depressed discussing stuff like that. [But] that (Sexwale buying an island), gave us a push to be like; actually we’ve had enough of the ANC, we’ve had enough of white people, we’ve had enough of how things are continuing as they were before but we’re all supposed to pretend that we’re happy with the situation. That time I think it was difficult for people to say, ‘Actually, we’re unhappy’”. 
What had begun as a critique of Sexwale’s entrepreneurial endeavours and the excesses of one member of the ruling elite who now had access to resources previously and currently denied many Black people, became an expression of our general disillusionment with the post-apartheid political system and its impact on Black communities, specifically. 
Ngceni, Yekela and I were Rhodes University journalism graduates who had moved from the Eastern Cape to search for employment opportunities in Johannesburg in the previous year. Gubu, on the other hand, a childhood friend of Ngceni, was a University of Cape Town geology graduate who had recently arrived from Cape Town to share a living space with us. While Yekela had not been active in politics at university, Ngceni and I, alongside a male student friend, Ongama Mtimka, had co-founded an organisation we called Project Phambili Part II, which challenged the university’s exclusionary foundation programme for Black working class students. 
At some point during our conversation about Sexwale, and what we saw as a failed project of liberation, the idea of popularizing one explosive sentence that would summarise our anger came to me: “Fuck the Rainbow Nation!”. The ‘Rainbow Nation’, as famously coined by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, has become a representation of the multicultural, non-racial society invoked as the foundation of post-apartheid South Africa. As Hein Marais writes in South Africa: Limits to Change, “in the 1990s, unity and reconciliation became the beacons of post-apartheid South Africa and a postulated ‘rainbow nation’ metaphorically described the desired outcome” (2001: 298). Our critique was that the Rainbow Nation is characterised by the prioritisation of reconciliation over addressing the historical injustices which make racism, poverty, inequality and the general exclusion of Black people possible under a Black government. The goal was to spread this message on T-Shirts and for the next few hours we were all taken by the idea. In our minds, this would be a way to reach out to other young people who might feel equally frustrated and inform those who were not aware of the injustices. 
Within a few days, we shared the idea with Black Consciousness activist and mutual friend, Andile Mngxitama. Soon after sharing with him the idea of the T-Shirts we started thinking through the more operational details of the newly created formation. Where would the capital for the T-Shirts come from? How would we distribute them and what would be the cost of each? These were some of the practical questions we had to grapple with. 
In subsequent conversations, I suggested the name Blackwash to describe our collective with the tagline; “Coz ‘94 Changed Fokol”[footnoteRef:5]; and both were received positively by the group. The name Blackwash was a direct challenge to a common theme that emerged in our conversations: what we felt was the whitewashing of the fundamental reasons behind the post-94 reality for the majority of Black people; the ‘myths’ that Ngceni referred to above. The tagline “Coz ’94 Changed Fokol” was a challenge to the idea that the 1994 democratic elections represented a fundamental shift in the structure of the South African political economy; a burst of the proverbial bubble of euphoria and celebration of South Africa’s alleged transition when the legacy of apartheid was clearly evident.  [5:  Fokol is an Afrikaans term for “nothing at all” ] 

To our minds, there had been such minor reforms to the structures of the country’s political and economic landscape that Biko’s words from his 1972 interview rang true for us. As a result, the “Fuck the Rainbow Nation” T-Shirt (the first to be conceptualised) carried his prophetic words on the back:
“This is one country where it would be possible to create a capitalist black society, if whites were intelligent, if the nationalists were intelligent. And that capitalist black society, black middle class, would be very effective…South Africa could succeed in putting across to the world a pretty convincing, integrated picture, with still 70% of the population being underdogs[footnoteRef:6]”. [6: http://abahlali.org/files/Interview%20with%20Steve.pdf] 

Biko’s words crystallised our observations on the complicity of the Black ruling elite in the persistence of historical injustices. The combination of the tagline “Coz ’94 Changed Fokol” on the T-Shirt and Biko’s prophetic words was a testament of the creation of a Black bourgeoisie class as a phenomenon of the new society. In The Wretched of the Earth, Frantz Fanon (2007) writes extensively about the pitfalls of this newly formed class in the postcolonial state. Through the T-Shirts, Blackwash echoed the sentiments of post-94 social movements such as the Landless People’s Movement (LPM), the Anti-Privatisation Forum (APF), Abahlali baseMjondolo (AbM) and many more that questioned the transformative nature of the post-94 state. According to Ngceni, however, the intention of Blackwash was to highlight Blackness as a key contributing factor of these struggles: 
“A lot of people were fighting individual causes. I mean, it’s after 1994 and people are fighting under the banner of democracy. You’ve got anti-retroviral causes; you’ve got your public hospital fights going on; you’ve got housing struggles going on. So things are happening but no one is saying, ‘Wait a minute, this is happening to Black people and whether you are a worker, whether you are students, ultimately those struggles are linked to a bigger thing around racism, white people and colonialism”. 
By aligning itself with the murdered Black Consciousness (BC) leader, Biko, Blackwash was deliberately defining its politics along BC lines and emphasising the collective members’ rejection of the non-racialism of the ANC. 
The medium we chose upon which to broadcast Biko’s warning was itself an important counter against the use of his face on T-Shirts without reference to BC politics and for narrow capitalist ends. As Veriava and Naidoo remarked:
“For the name, Biko — the marker a seditious style of life — has been made fashionable. Literally. Take a walk through the Zone in Rosebank and peek through one of the shop windows. You might be surprised to find Biko’s face staring back at you from a T-Shirt selling for over R300...Biko is big in Rosebank. So “big” in fact, that one can’t help but be reminded of Walter Benjamin’s warning: “not even the dead will be safe if the enemy wins. And the enemy has ceased to be victorious”...Our struggle must be to reclaim Biko against those who would reduce his legacy to an affirmation of our neoliberal present, a Biko reduced to a footnote in the speech of the magnum leader and proudly worn by the kids of the rich” (Veriava and Naidoo 2008: 234).
Besides Biko’s face embellishing T-Shirts, Che Guevara, Bob Marley and Nelson Mandela were other iconic figures on T-Shirts in a growing market of T-Shirt brands that had become popular in urban youth culture. These also included the Ama Kip Kip and Loxion Kulca brands of T-Shirts which referenced and appropriated township culture within a context of burgeoning pride in township life. As Mpolokeng Bogatsu (2002) argues, Loxion Kulca products were hugely successful because “being proudly township has become the equivalent of being proud in a unique South African experience: one’s ghetto-credibility has become an unofficial measuring tool for one’s blackness” (2002: 5). By referencing the popular colourful snack, the Ama Kip Kip T-Shirt, also relied on aspects of a common and shared township identity that would resonate with the Black market it targeted (Musangi 2009). 
Within Blackwash, we viewed both brands as an attempt to glorify the township living experience and were critical of this believing that such valorisation represented an embrace of the injustice of an apartheid created geography. This contention would later be reflected in the Blackwash manifesto: “Black people are consigned to structural marginality in all spheres of social existence and we even say “we love our townships”. This narrow reading of declarations of township pride in popular culture as mere valorisation, failed to consider firstly that urban youth are selective about which aspects of township life they celebrate (Bogatsu 2009) and that dress is a way of responding to the brutalising effects of an oppressive system (Motsemme 2003: 16). 
Nevertheless, Blackwash saw its T-Shirts as a response to existing brands and a medium for raising political consciousness. The T-Shirts were deliberately priced at ZAR100 in comparison to the other brands which were sold for double or even triple this price. As a collective that also defined itself as anti-capitalist, this was an important consideration for us and as a result, the T-Shirts were sold from our backpacks as we navigated the streets of Johannesburg. By adding Biko’s quote, we were deliberately distinguishing the Blackwash T-Shirt from similar products on the market that mostly used the faces of well-known political icons without reference to their ideas. As Ngceni claims:
“The T-Shirts were the easy part, there was the process of understanding exactly what it was that we were trying to say, what it is about our reality that we are trying to question. We were getting a lot of people who were interested. We were constantly going to places just to say, ‘this is Blackwash, we believe things are fucked up in A, B, C, D ways. We believe that being Black has a lot to do with it. And the response from people would be, not just to buy a T-Shirt but to buy a T-Shirt, sit down and be like, “Ya, you know what else is fucked up? This and this and this… [sic]”.
The T-Shirts became critical conversation-starters for engaging young people especially, because the profanities on them were captivating to a young audience. One of the research participants, Athi-Nangamso Nkopo described her first encounter with the T-Shirts in the following manner: “[I thought] the Fuck Campaign was outta control cos I had just started to cuss and I thought this was like, ‘Oh My God who can do this?!’ It blew my world right open”. 
As a strategic tool for communicating our views on the post-94 settlement, the T-Shirts worked and over time, people we engaged wanted to join the collective and discuss action that needed to be taken. This, essentially, is how the collective would become a movement: through young people’s requests to become involved as a result of the engagements we had while wearing the T-Shirts. 
Quite early on, our use of the words, “fuck” and “fokol” were questioned by many within and outside Blackwash who felt either uncomfortable with our choice of words or concerned that we would alienate many people with the use of profanities. We justified our decision by arguing that the true vulgarity was not in our use of vulgar language but in the appalling conditions that millions of Black South Africans find themselves in. In an article written by Tiisetso Tlelima, who would later become an SNI member, published in the Arts Review, Blackwash is quoted as saying:
“Blackwash’s first project is a counter-culture initiative that will use unapologetic and vulgar T-Shirts to scream these truths from the margins. We scream that the honeymoon period of senseless T-Shirts, music and other culture platforms is over. The Fuck project uses these accepted youth culture arenas to fight back”.
Although it is difficult to measure the extent to which potential members were deterred by the use of profanities, the anger implicit in “Fuck the Rainbow Nation” and “94 Changed Fokol” resonated with many young people and inspired a line of slogans including ‘Fuck Varsity’, ‘Fuck 16 Days of Activism’ and ‘Fuck Cope’ amongst others. 
Creating the range of T-Shirts is a time that I remember fondly. After the interest in the Rainbow Nation T-shirt, we were excited to continue producing T-Shirts and would brainstorm ideas in our Johannesburg flat through laughter and drinks. In her above-mentioned comment, Ngceni said that prior to the formation of Blackwash, we were often “depressed” about the state of things and in many ways, aside from allowing us to use our creativity as Black women, the project gave us an outlet to vent our frustrations about racism, governance, corruption, and formal employment. As mentioned, the growing interest in Blackwash meant considering operating on a larger scale than we had and thus began the formation of a movement. 
3.3. The Formation of Blackwash as a Movement
By the end of 2008, a decision had been made for the collective to become a membership-based organisation open exclusively to Black people beyond the Johannesburg suburbs where it had been established. Leader of Siyaphambili Youth Projects (SYP), Zandi Radebe, who had also joined Blackwash, was key in influencing this move since the organisation she had established, was based in Jabulani, Soweto. What had originally begun as an idea by a group of friends to conscientise fellow youth through T-Shirts was forming into a membership-based organisation with a manifesto. By then, we were meeting more regularly and in addition to continuing the sale of T-Shirts, we began formalising the creation of our political and ideological identity. While we had already aligned ourselves with BC, the creation of an organisation required that to be discussed further and its implications explored. The manifesto, referred to as the Blackwash Dream, opened with the following lines:
“We stand for Black liberation. We will fight for this dream by any means necessary in our life time. We understand the main force we are pitted against is White supremacy. In our souls, we carry the spirit of Haiti’s slave revolt of 1884 as an antidote to White supremacy. We believe that what White supremacy has done to Haiti in the past 200 years is the story of Black people the world over”.
One of Blackwash’s early pamphlets emphasised that the organisation was exclusively Black:
“Blackwash is a youth radical Black Consciousness formation for Blacks ONLY! We believe that Black people are still suffering under a black government. We hope to educate one another so we could put an end to our suffering! We are currently based in Soweto and wish to upgrade and spread radical Black Consciousness to black youth from all parts of the country...VUKA DARKIE[footnoteRef:7] COZ ’94 CHANGED FOKOL”. [7:  Wake up / Rise up Black person ] 

Blackwash member, Lubabalo Mgwili is quoted in a 2011 article from the Africa section of the Dutch online magazine, RNW saying:
“We are not interested in organising with whites. They should organise themselves. White people’s suffering, whether it is homophobia or whatever, calls for a crisis, but the suffering of black people has been normalised and that is why black people have to organise on their own. The one thing that black people share, that white people can never have, is their black skin, which has become a cause for their oppression” (Tafira 2016: 63).
In the same article, I am quoted as saying, “Blackwash is about the historical advantage that white people have accrued for themselves through violence. And how, in protecting the interests of white people, the ANC allows for this quiet violence to continue” (ibid) thus emphasising Blackwash’s critique of whiteness and what it viewed as the ANC’s role in upholding it. 
With the aim of building a mass-based movement, Blackwash sought partnerships with other Black youth formations. In addition to the partnership with SYP, Blackwash also connected with a Black radical artist collective based in Soweto called Black Aesthetics which, in the main, was comprised of young performance poets. Regular meetings were held in Soweto on a monthly basis during which organisational matters were discussed and political education classes were held. 
Apart from these key strategic relationships with Black Aesthetics and SYP, young Black people joined Blackwash as a result of direct contact with us when we either sold T-Shirts or distributed pamphlets and later, via social media platforms. Blackwash had functioning branches all through the country; in Johannesburg (at Wits University campus and in Soweto), Durban, Cape Town, Bloemfontein and Port Elizabeth. While there was no register reflecting membership numbers due to the loose structure of the movement and its fluidity, in its two to three years of operating, there were at least 100 members who were at some point attending meetings or actively organising towards the movement’s objectives.  The movement consisted of youth in high school, as young as 14-years-old, unemployed youth, university students, and young professionals. 
Blackwash soon drew the attention of the media and also worked actively to occupy space on various media platforms. Since this was the time before the popular use of social media, the organisation relied mostly on traditional methods of reaching out to the media, mostly through statements directed at young black people and interviews on radio and television. 
It was only towards the end of 2009 that an official Blackwash Facebook page launched. The Blackwash Facebook page was used to provide basic information about the movement and to also start debates.  Social media, Facebook in particular, would become a key organising tool for Blackwash which connected young people mostly based in urban centres all around the country. Over time, the Blackwash page attracted more than a thousand people who were not all members but people with a keen interest to follow the discussions and attend political education programmes which were open to the general public. Operating on social media meant that the movement had no reliable mechanism of verifying who was a genuine member or supporter of the movement against who was on the page for other reasons. 
Without a doubt, Blackwash captured the imagination of many young people and had a strong presence in the media space as a radical and daring youth movement. The movement had young sharp minds that spoke critically of the post-94 settlement on a range of issues and also began planning programmes towards its objective of spreading radical Black politics.
3.4. Blackwash Programmes 
Beyond the above-mentioned activities, Blackwash lent its support to various struggles. For instance, when members of the Durban-based Unemployed People’s Movement (UPM) looted white owned businesses in late 2009, Blackwash released a statement explaining why the looting was justifiable considering the persisting inequalities within the South African economy. In another instance, a bus-load of members travelled from Johannesburg to Cape Town in 2010 to support a march organised by Pastor Xola Skhosana under the banner; “Welcome to Hell” which was aimed at highlighting conditions in the townships. At the time, the country had just viewed the televised murder of activist Andries Tatane, who was killed during a community protest for access to water. On their way back from Cape Town, Blackwash members travelled to Tatane’s hometown where a protest was being held demanding legal action against the police officers who were believed to have murdered the community leader. While the incident was well publicised in the media, Blackwash wrote several pamphlets providing analysis from a Black radical perspective and would continue to commemorate his death annually during the month of April. 
Blackwash’s key objective was to provide critical analysis from a Black radical perspective on major political developments in the country. Through the use of traditional and social media, the movement popularised its views on xenophobia; South Africa hosting the Fifa World Cup; structural inequalities; land reform through debates on its page; statements to the media and hosting public discussions. Blackwash was particularly successful at using mainstream media and social media to popularise Black radical views on major political events in the country. The combined experiences of people with a background in media such as Ngceni and I contributed to the movement’s media savviness in ways that made the small movement attractive to young people, beyond the T-Shirts it created. In the earlier stages, Blackwash also visited the home of exiled Haitian leader, former President Jean-Bertrand Aristide as a show of solidarity with him. At the time, he had been granted asylum by former President Thabo Mbeki following what Blackwash viewed as a U.S. supported coup of a legitimate president. 
 Political education was a key part of the programmes and this was done through formal classes, panel discussions and film screenings. The movement’s publications, Bua Blackwash Bua and later, Vuka Darkie, and the discussions on social media, were the main platforms through which ideas were contested and the movement’s propaganda spread. The movement also held two camps in 2009 and 2010 where discussions on the movement’s key values and principles were argued. What Tafira characterises as merely, “internal wrangling...squabbling, arguments and disagreements...threatening the very survival of the movement” (2006: 65-66) were in my view, crucial debates that helped concretise the movement’s ideas and enhanced the levels of critical thinking. Despite aligning itself with BC early on, the movement did not have fully formed ideas on sexuality, capitalism, xenophobia, religion for example, and these positions were mostly debated and fought over in a healthy and constructive manner. At other times, members raised questions that spoke to a perceived intellectual elitism, intolerance for minority or dissenting views and the lack of internal democracy within the organisation. 


3.5. Women in Blackwash 
As Blackwash grew after extending its membership to Black people broadly, young women and men were drawn into the movement for various reasons. This section focuses on how women activists joined the movement once it was expanded beyond a counter-cultural collective. 
Yolisa Mazonda reflected on how political ideas planted at home by her father influenced her decision to join the movement:
“I first came across Blackwash after I saw the Vuka Darkie publication and seeing the slogan, “’94 Changed Fokol”. I identified with what was being said. I saw a pamphlet from a comrade here in Port Elizabeth. That slogan is part of what was drummed into me as a little child. My dad, I wouldn’t say he hated the ANC but...he was quite bitter about the ANC’s agenda. While everyone was saying, “Viva Mandela!” and everyone in our neighbourhood had Mandela’s picture in their homes except for us, my dad was walking around saying, “This is stupid; nothing has really changed”. At some point I thought my dad is really crazy. He wanted real change. So when I saw Blackwash’s message I thought, okay, so I’m not crazy after all”. 
For Mazonda, Blackwash politics resonated with her particularly because of her father’s influence whom she claims wanted “real change” and because the movement questioned the substance of the transition from apartheid to democratic South Africa, Mazonda could relate to its core message. That she felt affirmed that she was “not crazy after all” suggests that prior to joining the movement, she may have felt alienated in a society that blindly celebrated the transition but in Blackwash she found people who shared her views. 
This is similar to Malaika wa Azania’s first encounter with Blackwash detailed in her book, Memoirs of a Born Free: Reflections on the Rainbow Nation. She writes:
“I knew immediately upon meeting the group that I wanted to join Blackwash. That first night, we sat discussing the writings of Bantu Steve Biko for hours. I had read his book, I Write What I Like, which my mother had bought for me as a present for my birthday. The awkwardness that often occurs when one first meets a group of strangers was non-existent. From the point of introductions, we got along like long-lost friends” (Wa Azania 2014: 119).
Mazonda and Wa Azania’s reflections highlight the value of social bonding in the movement beyond the formal meetings. Furthermore, in the same way that Mazonda alluded to feeling alienated before her entry into Blackwash, in her book, Wa Azania describes how her experiences at the University of Stellenbosch, a predominantly white Afrikaner institution, only a few months prior to learning about the movement influenced her decision to join Blackwash (Wa Azania 2014: 119). Similarly, Keneiloe Sehume who joined the Wits University Blackwash branch of the movement as a second year student commented on how her education in a predominantly white school, was instructive in her joining Blackwash:  
“[Blackwash] sort of affirmed a lot of my issues that I had with whiteness, being from a white school and [asking myself about] my existence...and what spaces I occupy...and how I occupy them and what power I have in those spaces. So it resonated with me in that sense. It was a breath of fresh air to have these people who are seeing what I’m seeing and also articulating them and saying them out loud and saying that they are bullshit. And also being at Wits, in a very white space and trying to find a grouping where you position yourself. Politically, my positioning was that there is no political party that will do anything for me...So that also spoke to why I came [into Blackwash] and I was like, yah, it’s true, the ANC is not for us, it’s anti-Black and it gave me space to find the words to articulate what was going on in a non-amateurish way”. 
Nkopo described how Mngxitama’s expertise as a public intellectual and speaker contributed to her decision to join Blackwash. Similarly, Zamo Mkhwanazi heard him delivering a talk at University of Cape Town and he became a key influence in her decision to join the movement.  In Mkhwanazi’s view, Mngxitama represented the sentiments of Black people including hers, and she was thus drawn to the movement. 
It is thus evident that Blackwash’s message had an impact on Black women who joined based on their lived experiences and their need to find a political environment that articulated views they already held about the extent of transformation in post-94 South Africa. 
Despite women joining Blackwash in their numbers, Ngceni suggests that the issue of women’s participation became a concern for the movement:
“Sometimes we’d bring it up that we need more women. It was as if it’s Black women who don’t want to be here and we have to attract them because they are busy doing frivolous things. And yet we have half a million men doing frivolous things and yet we act as though the revolution is being led by men. Initially we were women, a lot of us and over time we got to be fewer and fewer percentage wise (sic), not that it mattered. When we came out, they (men) loved us because we were Black women. Every time I would speak somewhere there would be at least three people coming to me and being on some complimentary tip, “Oh my sister” and half of them would say things like, ‘You know, I was beginning to lose hope in sisterens[footnoteRef:8]’ so we were the cool shit”. [8:  The word for “sister” most commonly used within the Rastafarian community ] 

When asked about her response to the compliments, she said:
“Of course I liked and enjoyed it. I think I liked it and didn’t think much of it as such. I wouldn’t support the statement, I don’t know if I was trying to make myself feel better by not challenging it. It didn’t seem important. I would think: Do you compliment Andile [Mngxitama] on behalf of all men when he says something there? Or even compare him to millions of other men? [Laughter] ”.
Ngceni’s comment should be understood within a context where the public domain is viewed as men’s rightful space while women are supposed to find fulfilment in the private sphere (Whitehead quoted in Suttner 2005: 237). The comments to Ngceni demonstrate the persistence of the idea that women involved in politics within the public domain are somewhat special.
While Blackwash was founded by women who played a critical role in forming its ideological foundations, comments such as those made to Ngceni de-centred women rather than seeing them as central particularly for the existence of the movement. Despite this, women were drawn to the movement.  


3.6. The Role of Women in Blackwash 
This section focuses on the contribution that women made towards building Blackwash as a movement and how women saw their role towards this objective.  During her interview, Mazonda described Blackwash women as the “engine” of the movement and shared her impressions of the role that women played:
“Once I joined I was blown away; what I found interesting was that there were women from the get go; You, Zandi, Pakama, Ntombi. Women had a voice and I was surprised because wherever you go women don’t have a voice. It was an enchanting space and enchanting people. There’s no way that when you get into the space you don’t become enchanted...You would see the silencing of women’s voices [in other political spaces]. You would see that for instance in publications of the SACP (South African Communist Party) or ANC but in Blackwash, a lot of women were writing”. 
That Mazonda describes the space as enchanting due to the “voice” that women had within Blackwash as opposed to other movements she had encountered suggests that Blackwash women occupied space in ways that were significantly different to other political organisations in her experience. 
As women we were heavily involved in shaping the ideological framework of the movement through our contributions in writing the movements’ key documents and pamphlets for distribution; our involvement in designing the curriculum for political education classes as well as curating public debates. But it was not just in our designated roles that we contributed in the intellectual labour of the movement. Wa Azania’s account of this in her memoir is testimony to this:
“Zandi and Ncesh[footnoteRef:9] were extremely intelligent young women with a strong passion for the black struggle. They took me under their wings, feeding me the literature that had inspired their thinking and politics. I was introduced to the writings of Assata Shakur, a radical African-American woman who is exiled in Cuba…I was also introduced to the writings of Frantz Fanon, Sekou Toure, Frank B. Wilderson, Dr Chinweizu and many other critical and radical writers”  (Wa Azania 2014: 120). [9:  Ncesh is my childhood nickname that many in the movement often referred to me by ] 

According to Nkopo, women in the Blackwash movement were also key players in her political education. While she mentioned male comrades such as Yehalel Mantyi and Lubabalo Mgwili as having made a particular contribution in this regard, she noted that women in the movement had a distinct teaching style which included patiently revisiting material with her.  
While both Nkopo and Wa Azania were taught by the women around them, they also describe instances where they were involved in political education, mobilising and recruiting for the movement. Their experiences reflect women’s vast contribution towards the movement’s daily functions, intellectual and creative labour. As a student, Nkopo was involved in executing Blackwash programmes on campus alongside other comrades. I was involved in a range of tasks including writing and designing pamphlets, managing communications and with my experience in television production, I started and project managed Blackwash TV, a YouTube channel which featured key public engagements of the movement. As a student, Ngceni had specialised in print journalism and was involved in the curation of content for the Blackwash publication, Vuka Darkie and also played the role of editor which Radebe also contributed towards. As women in Blackwash, we were instrumental in organising film screenings and discussions, writing media statements and also doing the admin work that is a critical part of movement building. We performed most of these tasks alongside the men but more often than not, exceeded their efforts. 
At the same time that Blackwash women performed critical tasks in the movement and were involved in important intellectual work, they also rejected work that is associated with the domestic sphere such as cooking or cleaning. Tyantsi described an incident where she and another comrade, Ngceni, were expected to clean ahead of a meeting. 
“I remember we had a meeting and it was expected that Paki and I would clean because it was dirty. We did not end up cleaning. You would have to fight such petty things. There was this expectation that you will clean and cook because you are here and this is your job”. 
Ngceni echoed Ntombi’s refusal to do labour associated with the domestic sphere:
“I was never about cooking, yes, if you throw a braai, I will go get the alcohol and make sure there’s a braai stand but I’m not gonna cater for people. I don’t think then it was about I won’t cater for men, it was...I’m not tryna cater for people; I’m tryna be here in the movement. If you say let’s go to the shesa-nyama fine, then we can sit at the shesa-nyama and wait for meat”. 
Ngceni’s reflection reveals that what she valued as an activist was meaningful participation more than “catering for people”. Her reference to a chesa nyama suggests that she felt it more important to outsource such a task so that her comrades eat without her having to bear the responsibility of feeding them.  
The assignment of ‘traditional’ tasks to women in movements is not unique to Blackwash. As Mamphela Ramphele (2011) mentioned of women’s experience in the BCM, they initially “played along” by doing the tasks until they became conscious and would refuse to do these tasks much to the disapproval of their male comrades [see Hassim (2004) and Suttner (2011) on women in MK] . Blackwash women, it would seem, were aware from the onset and challenged their male counterparts on this. 
Despite the role women played in the functioning of the movement, many were reluctant to talk about what their individual roles were.  For instance, when Ngceni was asked about her role, she responded thus: “I spoke a lot [laughter] which I was nervous a lot about and I was like, ‘Until we get somebody better, okay fine, I will do it’. I don’t know. I was active. I talked a lot on behalf of whatever”. Similarly, Ngwatle did not consider herself as having had a role to play. When asked what her role or contribution was, her initial response was laughter. When I probed why she was laughing she said: 
“Because, did I have a role? I remember trying to get involved with the fundraising committee and I remember the event at Maboneng with the paintings…I organised some events, came to some meetings and went to the park (for a pamphlet distribution) so when I was around I would just contribute in whatever way”. 
Mazonda displays a similar vagueness about what her role was in the movement:
“After I was a member of Blackwash I was a bit disorientated because I was far from most members. I was getting information later than everybody else so I didn’t have much of a role. I didn’t see myself as having much of a role. I know in the Eastern Cape I tried to organise. My role basically was to spread propaganda (Emphasis Added)”.
While initially she felt that she didn’t have a significant role to play in the organisation, she later reveals that she was doing propaganda work an arguably critical role for a movement intending on having mass appeal. 
Sehume also claimed not to have had a role but suggested that this might have to do with the overall structure of the movement: 
“I didn’t really have a specific role in terms of; this is what I would do and I didn’t think anyone necessarily did. It was positions of power, having influence and having anyone delegated but in a way doing that”.
Only later in our conversation did Sehume reveal that as someone gifted in the arts, she was often asked to produce drawings for propaganda purposes and on one occasion created a controversial poster during the movement’s anti-voting campaign which she managed to get approval for from Wits University admin. According to Sehume, the poster was removed from the campus walls within hours after complaints from the ANC-aligned, Progressive Youth Alliance (PYA). During her interview she was still very proud of the detail that went into it; she had drawn cartoon representations of political figures such as former President Jacob Zuma, Julius Malema and Helen Zille. She exclaimed, “I did that! In a way, I was the first to draw The Spear” a reference to the controversial painting of Zuma by Brett Murray.  
As discussed, Unterhalter’s (2000) analysis of nationalist men’s autobiographical writing, draws the conclusion that men centralise themselves in their descriptions of their political work. This is significantly different to how women in Blackwash view their individual efforts in the movement.  
In many ways, Ngceni and I mirrored other women’s reluctance to take ownership of the work we did and rarely claimed to have founded the movement. As the remaining founding members, Ngceni and I hardly made reference to our role in the movement because of our desire not to be the focal point of a collective entity[footnoteRef:10].  We would not deny that we were founding members but it was certainly not information we volunteered without being prompted.  [10:  Gubu and Yekela became less involved in the movement after leaving Johannesburg around 2009] 

The work of feminist oral historians offers possible reasons for our reticence as women in taking ownership of the role that we played.  For instance, Gwen Etter-Lewis argues that women’s narratives are characterised by “understatements, avoidance of the first person point of view, rare mention of personal accomplishments and disguised statements of personal power” (quoted in Sangster 1994: 7).  As Sangster argues, women are not likely to “place themselves at the centre of public events” and downplay their own contributions while highlighting the role played by others (ibid). Although women were reluctant to discuss their individual contributions, many were far more comfortable discussing the collective role played by women in building the movement without necessarily foregrounding their roles. Hill-Collins’ (2000) focus on Black women’s organisational and leadership styles is also critical in understanding our collective reluctance to highlight the various roles we played. She argues that in the way in which Black women exercise power within movements, they “routinely reject models of authority based on unjust hierarchies” (2000: 218). Using the examples of activists, Septima Clark and Ella Baker, she further argues that although women could opt to be “leaders in the sense of being traditional figureheads” they often choose to wield their power and influence in ways that complement their perspectives on social change. This approach towards organisational building and leadership renders women’s activism work invisible and Hill-Collins attempts to make that work recognisable. 
In conclusion, women played a critical role in the functioning of Blackwash through their contribution in the intellectual, administrative and physical labour needed for the movement to operate. While many of the women interviewed were vague about their individual contributions to the movement, they viewed women as a collective, as a driving force of Blackwash – what Mazonda referred to as “the engine” of the movement. On the other hand, they challenged their male comrades on being assigned traditional female tasks such as cooking and cleaning, a struggle that women in nationalist movements have waged over time. The interviews above, including recollections from Wa Azania’s memoir, demonstrate a movement that was not only founded by women but in which women were central despite attempts to undermine their presence as the comments to Ngceni show. How then do we understand their gradual marginalisation from the time that Blackwash is founded in 2008 to 2014 when many either leave or are expelled?
In her account of her role within Blackwash, Sehume suggests that Blackwash’s structure itself did not encourage identification with specific roles. In the following section, I will explore Blackwash’s flat structure, how the women negotiated their way within it and how this changed in the transition from Blackwash to the SNI. 
3.7. We are all Leaders: Blackwash’s Flat Structure 
From the time that Blackwash was formed into a movement, it adopted what it referred to as a “flat structure” in which there were no elected leaders or formal positions assigned to members. This was the result of firstly the organic development of the movement from a countercultural collective comprising of a handful of people, and secondly, a deliberate decision by the movement to place the burden of leadership on every single member rather than a single individual. As a result, “We are all Leaders” became the unofficial mantra of the movement, a reflection of the members’ disdain for formal structures with narrow conceptions of leadership as held by a singular figure or a select few. 
For Ngceni, the lack of a formal structure was an important recruitment tool even if that was unintentional: “We were not an organisation so it was easier to get young people who are angry to identify with us”. Ngceni’s statement implies that in her estimation, it would have been more difficult to attract young people had we been a formal structure with identifiable leaders. 
I recall that on several occasions we would have to assure many of the young people we spoke to that we were not a political party, an indication of the suspicion with which they regarded formalised structures. Blackwash’s absence of structure fit in well with its culture of questioning a range of positions including the role of leaders in political formations. 
Nkopo describes how she was drawn to Blackwash’s flat structure when she first joined the movement having attended a meeting in Soweto:
“Soon after (attending the meeting) I think I really became involved and also attracted by the flat structure that Blackwash was experimenting with at the time where there is no hierarchy of leadership and you participate by how much you can and can’t do and it was messy in my view but also represented, I guess a utopia, a workable utopia, it seemed really radical and cool to me at the time”.
Nkopo claims that, “at the time” that she joined there was no hierarchy which suggests that this may have shifted over time. According to Nkopo, the structure was particularly attractive to her because of previous attempts to join the ANC Youth League (ANCYL) which had a far more rigid and restricting structure. She juxtaposes her experiences in the ANCYL with Blackwash claiming that: “I thought the flat structure when it came to Blackwash was messy but I thought it got things moving and people emboldened to do things, or at least I was”. 
It is significant that Nkopo claims to have felt emboldened by the movement’s flat structure. It suggests that the absence of a singular leader or central committee that would dictate programmes of action gave Blackwash members the freedom to contribute towards the objectives of the movement without needing to ascend to positions of power. 
Nkopo further suggests that while women did most of the work, this was voluntary on their part because the flat structure provided women the opportunity to work according to their interests and ability. This reading is empowering and underscores Blackwash women’s agency because it suggests that women were not doing the work on the basis of instructions handed down to them but because “anybody who wanted to do anything could” as Nkopo said. Prevailing from Tyantsi and Ngceni’s interviews, women felt equally empowered to refuse to do work they viewed as domestic chores. 
For Zamo Mkhwanazi who joined Blackwash as it was transitioning into SNI, the structure was also particularly appealing for her:
“When I first arrived I was really impressed. I was impressed by the lack of pretention, I was impressed by the fact that it was really small, and a little disorganised. There was something genuine about that because it lacked bureaucracy. It felt to me like we are really like-minded people who believe in something, who want to push an agenda as opposed to being this powerful structure. There’s so many things you want to be a part of and you realise it’s just a power game where these people just want to become something in life. Everyone was kind of like, “Guys, we’re here because we don’t know what to do anymore” and that for me was a really genuine place”. 
Until Blackwash fully transitioned into SNI, the structure of the movement would remain flat and became an important part of its identity and politics. The structure adopted was primarily about challenging the dominant model of leadership that is common within nationalist movements in which there is a prominent leader, most often male, who is central. 
From the comments above, women in Blackwash found that the flat structure worked in their best interests in that they could manoeuvre with ease within the movement without needing to occupy formal positions of power. 
By claiming that “We are Leaders” the movement was giving life to civil rights movement leader, Ella Baker’s sentiments about non-hierarchical forms of organising: “You’re organising people to be self-sufficient rather than to be dependent upon the charismatic leader…And the most important thing was, and still is in my mind, is to develop people to the point that they don’t need the strong, saviour-type leader”. In her powerful essay, Silence is a Woman, Wambui Mwangi writes that “In Kenya, the business of politics is patriarchy. All the bodies that matter are male” and goes on to list all the post-colonial presidents including Mzee Jomo Kenyatta, “the man known in life and death as the ‘Father of the Nation’” (2013) while Geiger (1994) characterises Nyerere, in the case of Tanzania, in the same fashion. Whether it is Malcolm X, Steve Biko, Nelson Mandela, Thomas Sankara or Amilcar Cabral, the lone male leader as ‘figure head’, ‘father of the nation’ emerges and becomes the most legible and recognised leader. 
Despite Blackwash’s best efforts to challenge this model of leadership, Mngxitama would become the most visible member of the movement in ways that undermined the attempt at an equal distribution of power. This is a critical development in understanding how women in Blackwash were initially central and would later become marginalised. In the next section, I will briefly provide evidence of the ways in which Mngxitama was perceived within the movement and later what the women referred to as “the core” or the “inner circle” which developed parallel to the idea of the flat structure.

3.8. The Emergence of an “Ultimate Leader” 
In her memoir, Wa Azania described Mngxitama as “the ultimate leader of the movement, followed by two of its founders, Zandi ‘Zeer’ Radebe and Ncebakazi ‘Ncesh’ Manzi” (2014: 119). Not only does her account not acknowledge the founders of the movement but also gives Mngxitama the label of having been the “ultimate leader” albeit one who is flanked by two women activists. I suggest that this was as a result of the idea of the male figurehead, the charismatic leader in liberation movements who becomes the central focus discussed above. I have already discussed the ways in which some men in Blackwash, in particular, praised women in the movement for participating in politics because of the sexist assumption that women do not belong in activist spaces despite evidence indicating that women have been key in movement building. This kind of erasure of women despite them being the “engine” of a movement creates the perception of a vacuum of leadership where there is none and the person who is most likely to be ‘recognised’, most likely to be ‘legible’ for that position is the person who fits the profile of the ‘figure head’, the ‘Father of the Nation’ in waiting. In the case of Blackwash this was Mngxitama.    
Furthermore, by the time Blackwash was founded, Mngxitama already occupied space within the media as a columnist and activist. In some instances, he would be referred to as the leader or founder by the media despite him either referring to himself simply as a member of the movement or not acknowledging his involvement in his columns. Mainstream media often needs to identify a leader of an organisation as the most legitimate source. And in the case of Blackwash, which did not have an organogram, a leader needed to be created and Mngxitama fit the profile. 
A similar trait is visible in Tafira’s book chapter about Blackwash titled, “Black Consciousness in the Post-apartheid Era”. Using participation observation as a key method for gathering data about the movement, Tafira spent a considerable period of time in our meetings for his project. In the chapter he quotes several men within Blackwash but does not reflect any conversations he may have had with the women. Save for a citation of an article for which I was interviewed, he also does not appear to have concerned himself with speaking to the two founding members who were active in the movement, namely Ngceni and I, this despite him mentioning that Mngxitama attributed the founding of the movement to women. On the other hand, Mngxitama is quoted no less than thirteen times in the chapter, a clear indication of Tafira’s own sexist biases as a researcher. This speaks to who is valued as a source, whose knowledge and experiences are privileged, and in this case, the researcher clearly elevated Mngxitama at the expense of a collective of the women and men who contributed towards Blackwash thus reproducing the idea of Mngxitama as the “ultimate leader” or the “saviour-type” leader Baker speaks of above. 
In her reflections, Nkopo spoke positively of the flat structure and how she was able to use it to her advantage. In the comment below, her input suggests that rather than the flat structure being in opposition to perceptions of Mngxitama as the central figure, the two co-existed:
“There was no one calling the shots, at least not overtly [Laughter]. Of course there was someone calling the shots, he was the one preaching the gospel of the flat structure the most but he was clearly in charge (she explained that she was referring to Mngxitama specifically); everyone eventually deferred to him, everyone eventually relied on him to do things, to write…and he was able to cultivate an assembly of minions that he could, like, move to and fro”.
From what Nkopo says, despite Mngxitama emerging as the most recognisable leader, he was not opposed to the flat structure and according to her, emphatically supported the idea by “preaching the gospel”. At the same time, she claims that he was the one calling the shots, even if not overtly so. How are we to understand this in relation to the idea of women being the engine of the movement? I want to suggest that given the kind of influence that women had in the movement, it is not obvious that Mngxitama was the “one calling the shots” but that it is easy to misrecognise women making key decisions as them simply doing the work of the movement rather than “calling the shots”. This speaks to the ways in which women’s labour is viewed within movements. 
Nkopo further suggests that there was a transition to when “everyone eventually deferred to him” which is in contrast to the representation above of women as leaders in their own right who took advantage of the flat structure. This is important in understanding the key objective of my study. I want to argue that despite Mngxitama occupying the position of the typical ‘big man’ of nationalist movements and within the context of the flat structure that Blackwash created, it is not for certain that the movement would gradually marginalise women to the extent that it did. I will argue that the creation of the SNI compounded the challenge of Mngxitama emerging as the “ultimate leader” of the movement even if its genesis can be traced to Blackwash. The combination of SNI’s structure, the way in which sexual politics operated and conceptions of gender as understood through Afropessimism, all contribute in the shifting position of women from Blackwash to the SNI, I will argue. 
3.9. The Core 
Several of the women interviewed made reference to ‘the core’ or ‘the inner circle’ that formed within Blackwash despite the movement’s attempt to have a flat structure. In her memoir, Wa Azania refers to having been a part of this core; “Within a few weeks of joining the organisation, I was already in the inner circle” she writes (2014: 119). The core became an unofficial centre of power formed around Mngxitama whom, as discussed was beginning to fit the mould of the charismatic figure head of the movement. Membership to this inner circle was fluid but Nkopo, Ngceni, Joja and I are cited in the interviews as having been part of this core. 
As someone who, for some time, enjoyed the status of being part of the core, I remember that the core formed out of genuine friendships and intimate relationships among comrades who gravitated towards one another either because of shared interests and / or backgrounds. Over time however, the core had a clear sense of its power and would actively use this in order to influence the direction of the movement. While formal meetings of the movement were held, the “core” would meet informally, as part of socialising but would often discuss Blackwash matters. This parallel structure became a key driving force of debates within the movement and the programmes. In her interview, Mazonda suggested that although the inner circle comprised of women, the real centre of power was Mngxitama and Joja: “What I mean about the core is that Andile and Athi (Joja)...formed the core and their inner groups and what I figured was that as much you women, you, Athi (Nkopo), Pakama were part of the core, the core was Andile and Athi (Joja)”. 
The gendered dynamic introduced by Mazonda to the idea of the core suggests that women such as Wa Azania, Ngceni, Nkopo and I who were part of the inner circle were effectively “honorary men” who had proximity to the legitimate centre of power of the movement. Nkopo provides an alternative view which suggests that being part of the inner circle gave her a sense of power:
“I think I was really involved because I was able to somehow figure out my way into the inner circle, the clique, so that was motivating and you could hang out and…think…we were the thinkers [Laughter]. Eventually what that meant was that we had a greater sense of…I had a greater sense of power because it felt like I could do what I wanted to do at Wits without too much insecurity or whatever as a result of knowing that I formed part of the “it” group and the really cool people”. 
Nkopo’s comment also introduces a dynamic of intellectual elitism that was linked to the inner circle and how it was perceived because of the false binary created between the “thinkers” who belonged to this group and everybody else. At the same time, it is significant that as a member of “the core”, Nkopo saw herself as someone who made an intellectual contribution towards the movement and that this gave her a sense of “power” albeit as a result of her alignment to male figures within Blackwash. 
The existence of the core or inner circle suggests that Blackwash, although committed to adopting a “flat structure” of leadership, had a fluid centre of power which some women were a part. Although members of this core did not hold official positions of power, they were key decision makers and influenced the direction of the movement. The core formed in conjunction with Mngxitama emerging as the typical central male figure of nationalist politics all within a so-called flat structure. Even so, that several women were part of the core, gives a sense of a movement in which women accessed and exercised power. While not all women were at the centre, a significant number were key decision makers and were also able to use the flat structure to manoeuvre in ways beneficial to them and the movement. 
The final section of this chapter focuses on the dominant ways in which Blackwash conceived of Black women’s liberation. Understanding how the movement thought about Black women’s liberation is crucial in understanding the changing positionality of women within the movement. 
3.10. Blackwash Perceptions on Women’s Liberation 
By late 2009, Blackwash had produced a draft of its manifesto which described the movement’s analysis of the political situation in South Africa, and its aspirations for the country. On its position on patriarchy as an oppressive force, the Blackwash Dream read:
“White supremacy oppresses us all Blacks in general, but also organises further oppressions within the Black community carried by other Black people, such as patriarchy in particular. You can’t fight against White supremacy without fighting against patriarchy, capitalism and self-hate at the same time”.
Within Blackwash’s formulation, the primary antagonism was against white supremacy and it was widely believed that patriarchy would automatically collapse once the former was destroyed, and while this view would later be challenged by the women in Blackwash, it remained a dominant position within the organisation.  Focusing on the BCM, Gqola argues that “BC ideology rests on the unsatisfactory premise that race is the primary oppressive force for all those racially subjugated in South Africa” to the exclusion of all other forms of oppression (2001: 134). Since Blackwash was heavily influenced by BC ideology this position was adopted without much critical engagement until later in the movement’s trajectory when women became more conscious of their womanhood as a political identity that was worthy of critique. Essentially, the position of Blackwash on women’s liberation did not deviate significantly from Black nationalist movements discussed in the second chapter.
The interviews with the research participants below demonstrate that, the majority of women prioritised their racial identity over their gender identity and therefore supported the position of Blackwash uncritically. Thus the founding of Blackwash as primarily an anti-racist movement as opposed to a nationalist and feminist one even though collective feminist consciousness would grow as later chapters will indicate. 
In Mazonda’s view, “Blackwash had the idea or the position that we are all oppressed as Blacks and that was that, and the gender question was a bit silent. We spent a lot of time talking about house Negroes but not much was said about what Black women should do”. Ngceni’s perspective on the matter suggests that she viewed Blackwash as primarily an anti-racist movement and paid scant attention to her own identity as a Black woman as opposed to just being Black: 
“I don’t think we spoke specifically about women’s liberation or whatever; we were friends with our male comrades, lovers [Laughter]. I don’t know if it was that we were uncomfortable with bringing the feminist position at that point. I thought sure, I’m a woman and there are things that I experience but I’m Black. I didn’t think about it much at that time”. 
As much as Ngceni challenged the sexist division of labour within the movement, as demonstrated earlier in the chapter, she viewed her Blackness as her primary political identity. Ngceni’s subsequent comment also suggests how the “feminism as divisive” trope functioned within Blackwash in order to discourage the development of a feminist politics. 
“One of the core beliefs at the time was that we are all Black people and anybody who is going to go out to flirt with the feminist vibe is potentially putting all of us in danger because these people (Black feminists) are here to manipulate the struggle and there is historical evidence of that. I think there was this general nervousness, with me maybe, that you mustn’t seem to be trying to divide shit. I may not have acted on it but from Blackwash already there was that thing that we are not going to have people who are going to derail us”. 
Ngceni’s mention of “nervousness” suggests that women may have internalised the idea that feminism is divisive thus limiting the extent to which they embraced it. Scholars such as Alma M. Garcia (1989), writing on the Chicana movement in the U.S. and Hassim (2006) focusing on women in the ANC, have written about how the narrative of feminism as a divisive force operates in nationalist movements in which masculinist discourses are predominant in order to deter women’s organising on feminist grounds. 
For Mazonda, that Black nationalist women were hardly referenced in political discussions or less prescribed in written material was telling even though women were the driving force of the operations of the movement. She argues that:
“The fact that there were women who were the engine [of Blackwash] sort of put blinkers on us about how little we referenced Black women. I think we were dismissive of women, if I remember correctly. I know that what was punted all the time was the unity of Blacks”. 
Iconic political figures such as Biko, Fanon, Thomas Sankara were centralised in Blackwash to the exclusion of Black women who have contributed equally to nationalist movements.
While for some time, Blackwash’s official position was left unchallenged, there were moments at which robust conversations about Black women’s liberation were had within the movement. Nkopo recalled one such discussion in Soweto:
“I remember one night at Blackwash House [where] we spent right through the night talking about why feminism matters and why it matters in our space and why it’s an important part of Black life. Yoh, man, it was cray cray[footnoteRef:11]! It was amazing and that was everything at least for me in Blackwash. For us, for our crew at Wits, that was everything…It was really cool. It was the real education. It wasn’t easy but it was cool and we were really good at keeping each other rigorous… I think, we did really good foundational work”.  [11:  Slang for “crazy” ] 

Conversations such as this, that were mostly held during informal moments when members were socialising, indicate that while Blackwash had adopted the position of nationalist movements preceding it with regards to a feminist agenda, Black women challenged this in ways similar to nationalist women before us. 
This section suggests that officially, Blackwash took the position typical of nationalist movements that Black women’s liberation would be subsumed under a general fight against white supremacy which the movement viewed as the primary antagonism. In addition to that, some of the women did not connect their Black womanhood as a political identity to their function in Blackwash as they viewed their Blackness as separate from their Black womanhood. This would be the case until later in the development of the movement when they began insisting and agitating for the centering of Black feminist politics within the movement. As James (1999) argues, Black women often gain feminist consciousness through their encounters with men in liberation struggles. 
If by prioritising the nationalist agenda over the Black feminist agenda, Blackwash followed in the footsteps of many Black liberation movements before it, how are we to understand the marginalisation of women within the movement which is the key focus of this study? In other words, it is not inevitable that a movement that prioritises a nationalist agenda at the expense of a feminist one will necessarily result in the marginalisation of women activists. Besides, Nkopo’s last comment indicates that there was a moment when a feminist agenda was tolerated, even if that was short lived. I argue that there are particular developments in the trajectory of Blackwash and SNI that result in the kind of antagonism women describe in the chapters below. 
3.11. Conclusion 
This chapter provided a detailed summary of how Blackwash was founded by four women providing a radical Black critique of the continuing legacy of apartheid and the effects of the negotiated settlement through a range of T-Shirts. Following interest in the countercultural collective, Blackwash developed into a movement which attracted women based on their politicisation prior to joining the movement. Within the organisation, women played a critical role in the building of the movement and while many of the research participants were reluctant to discuss the roles they played, I offered evidence which suggests that this is common in how women represent themselves in narratives. The chapter also focused on the movement’s flat structure which was a drawing card for some of the women. At the same time, the respondents referred to an inner circle or core that coalesced around Mngxitama who was perceived as the “ultimate leader” despite not occupying a formal position. The core included some but not all women and those within it were able to use it to their advantage. 
Finally, the chapter examined the movement’s perception of Black women’s liberation and found that it did not deviate significantly from the nationalist movements discussed above in which the feminist agenda is subsumed under a nationalist politics. Despite the emphasis on Blackness as a primary mobilising identity, women were central in building the movement through various contributions. I argued that the data provided is insufficient to explain how it is that women became marginalised over time. The following chapter therefore will discuss the formation of the SNI and key developments that assist me in achieving the objectives of my study. 




CHAPTER FOUR
FROM BLACKWASH TO THE SEPTEMBER NATIONAL IMBIZO
4.1. Introduction 
The following chapter discusses the transition from Blackwash to SNI, two years after the establishment of the former. It focuses on how the movement changed to a more hierarchical structure and how women’s position was affected as a result. 
4.2. Background to the Formation of the September National Imbizo 
The idea of forming the SNI was the result of social media engagement on Mngxitama’s Facebook page around June 2010. Several people had complained about the lack of action within the Black Left and the over reliance on virtual conversations which failed to outline a strategic plan for Black people interested in challenging the status quo. Mngxitama suggested that a meeting be convened by Blackwash, and Black people who align themselves with BC politics be invited. The idea found resonance both among Blackwash members and non- members. As the conveners, Blackwash worked on the logistics for the gathering and a committee was elected to deal with the ideological work that would need to be done over the course of that weekend. 
The programme included group discussions on issues of land, the economy, governance and the structure of the movement. Billed as a Blacks-only gathering, White people were invited only on the condition that they had a separate commission within the gathering to discuss how they would contribute towards Black liberation whether through providing financial support or giving back their land. As Tafira noted, white participants were encouraged to discuss how “white people should recompense or pay restitution to the wealth they had taken from blacks over the years” (2016: 91). In this regard, the SNI kept with Blackwash’s approach towards exclusive Black membership and a Black led liberation movement.  
A date was set for the gathering, a weekend in September, which was significant also because of the anniversary of the murder of Biko by the apartheid government in September 1977. Within Blackwash, an organising committee was elected to handle the logistics such as transport, accommodation, catering, fundraising and deciding on the content of the various commissions. 
In an article published by Mngxitama in the Sowetan a few weeks before the meeting, he would write that: “The vision of OR Tambo, Robert Sobukwe and Steve Biko has been defiled. It’s time we started a frank discussion about how we fix things around here” (Sowetan 2010). While the exclusion of Black women nationalist figures was consistent with Blackwash’s centralisation of male political icons as Mazonda alluded to above, it was the first time that an ANC struggle icon, in the form of Tambo was included in Blackwash’s ideological framing. The idea was that the meeting needed to appeal to Black people of varying political orientations so as to discuss matters on the basis of unity rather than division. It is difficult to measure whether the strategy worked but the three-day meeting was attended by more than 200 delegates; the largest meeting that Blackwash had ever hosted. 
During the three-day meeting, the most contested issue was the transformation of the movement’s structure from a flat structure into a more hierarchical structure. The commission, referred to as the open commission, was vibrant and included Blackwash members and non-members. The majority of Blackwash members wanted the movement to retain its flat structure arguing that formalising leadership would effectively transform the movement into a political party which many were opposed to. On the other hand, the majority of delegates supported the idea of a formalised structure believing that this would earn the movement respectability and also encourage accountability. 
I was amongst those who found the idea of a more formalised structure more appealing due to the often disorganised nature of Blackwash that Sehume mentioned in her interview. Apart from that, even though I had been key in the use of profanities, I had begun to outgrow them having seen how more conservative and older people would often agree with the politics but take offence to the use of vulgar language. It was not rare for an older person, upon hearing Blackwash’s politics to say, “Ndiyavumelana nani, kodwa kutheni nisithuka?” (I agree with you but why are you swearing at us?), taking the vulgarity to be directed towards them rather than “the system”. Of course, it does not follow that Blackwash could not simply abandon its exclusionary language while continuing with the core of its politics, but it seemed, in my mind at least, that the movement needed to rebrand itself in ways that allowed it to have wider reach. 
Following what was generally felt to have been a successful meeting, the idea to have a formalised structure was tabled by those of us who were convinced that the movement needed a shift. While the name, the September National Imbizo (SNI) had only been used to refer to the meeting, the proposal was that, the SNI would be the name given to the new structure. With the kind of interest shown in the meeting the idea was that a new structure — the September National Imbizo — would be an organisation with a working committee formed from Blackwash members deployed to it and the new members who committed themselves to the newly formed structure.  A National Coordinating Committee (NCC) would be elected and Blackwash would operate mostly on university campuses and in schools as a “youth wing” of sorts to the proverbial mother body, the SNI. 
In hindsight, considering that Blackwash had never confined itself to youth related issues, and instead provided an overall critique of the structural conditions that make Black suffering under Black governance possible, it was patronising and ageist for Blackwash to be relegated to a young wing. Also the idea of a mother body and youth wing speaks to an unequal power dynamic in which the latter is accountable to the former. 
Initially, these proposals were met with contestation from Blackwash members who were of the view that the politics of the new structure were founded on a ‘broad church’ approach similar to that of the ANC which would dilute Blackwash’s radical BC politics. Secondly there was concern that the most productive members of Blackwash would be deployed to the SNI thus leaving the movement in the shadow of the newly formed structure. By September 2011 at the second annual meeting of the SNI, mild opposition to the idea of the SNI had turned into an issue that threatened to divide the movement. At the meeting, this time held in Durban, a group opposed to the SNI tabled a motion for the new organisation to be dissolved. 
By then, SNI was operating mainly in the Western Cape, Kwa-Zulu Natal, Eastern Cape and Gauteng and just fewer than 100 people were confirmed members. A majority of the delegates present were opposed to the motion of dissolving and many were not clear of the relationship between Blackwash and the SNI. Tensions were also propounded by a discussion document written by Mngxitama which proposed that the SNI needed to seriously consider contesting the elections. The group identifying as Blackwash was opposed to this on the grounds that SNI was turning into a political party thus abandoning Blackwash’s commitment towards building a mass-based movement and retaining a particular structure. Although not all in the SNI were supportive of the proposal for the organisation to contest elections, they were far more open to engaging further while the members who had resisted the transition to the SNI were intolerant of the idea to the point of breaking formally from the new organisation. The group would publish a statement titled, the “Soweto Manifesto” distancing itself from the SNI: 
“Blackwash sees the revolution built primarily on a grassroots level, completely rooted in the communities and organising that space as our political base. Blackwash believes itself to be in tune with the people’s pulse, and to lose sense of this pulse is a ready forfeit of revolutionary struggle” (2016: 88).
Prior to this, Blackwash and SNI had operated in unison even though there had been tensions since the year 2010. This point, however, marked a clear separation between the two organisations and for all intents and purposes, ties between the two were cut. The majority of us remained in the SNI and continued mobilising towards building it while Blackwash operated in Soweto without much contact with the SNI. Over time, Blackwash would lose momentum and with nothing connecting the two movements, I became less and less aware of its programmes and activities. As someone who had co-founded Blackwash, I do not recall a sense of attachment or entitlement to the movement and simply focused my energies on building the new entity. As discussed above, Ngceni and I already had difficulty laying claim to Blackwash. From the time that we had conceived of it, it had acquired a life of its own and did not feel to me like something we owned. Of course knowing what I know now about Black women’s erasure from history in general and in particular their contribution towards Black liberation movements, I am more inclined to mourn the ease with which we let what we had built had slip through our fingers. At the same time, in the very initial stages, SNI felt like a mere continuation of Blackwash’s founding principles with only minor and superficial adjustments. 
In the subsequent section, I will examine how the transition from Blackwash to SNI changed the position of women within the movement. 
4.3. The Reconfiguration of the Blackwash Space  
It is critical to note, firstly, that the transition from Blackwash to the SNI, as discussed, cannot be represented neatly on a timeline; where the one begins and the other ends is blurred even if there was a point at which SNI was operating on its own. Similarly, with the politics, some of what is attributed to the SNI has its roots in Blackwash but there are most certainly traits that are either unique to or emphasised in SNI due to specific factors. Before exploring key developments in the SNI which I argue contributed in women’s changing position, I want to first discuss what the SNI represented. 
Firstly, “Imbizo” is a Zulu word that refers to a gathering most often called by a traditional authority to where the business of the community is discussed. Historically, women, children and young boys were excluded from such meetings and although the roots of the name were never discussed critically, it is noteworthy that the movement adopted a name that has such a patriarchal foundation, even if it did so subconsciously. In contrast, the name Blackwash was not drawn from such a masculinist source.
Beyond that, the name and its abbreviation also bears resemblance with past and present nationalist movements such as the ANC, PAC, BCM and the more recent, Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF). Even the use of  “national” in the name, suggests that SNI, more than Blackwash, was more overtly modelling itself on past nationalist movements whereas Blackwash was influenced by such movements but sought to challenge them at the same time. The movement’s name of ‘Blackwash’ was unconventional and unlike the rigid abbreviations of a number of  liberation struggle movements, perhaps owing to its beginnings as a countercultural movement rather than an overtly political organisation,  And even once it was established as a political movement, Blackwash sought to challenge the structure typical of nationalist movements. While Blackwash had experimented with a flat structure, the SNI was created on the basis of a rigid and hierarchical structure from the beginning. I mentioned above that Blackwash’s flat structure was complicated by the idea of the core which did not disappear within the SNI but Ngceni’s comment suggests that there was a shift:  
“At some point, just in the whole workings of the SNI, there’s a core, which is Andile (Mngxitama) and no one else. In his core there are people, in his circle, there’s even us and it may have been genuine because we were critical at the start so we had to be in that inner circle also. The guys in the movement thought of Andile as a god of sorts and everyone is happy to be in the circle but there’s also competition in that circle so there are people who will be a right hand man like Joja. I think there was resentment amongst the guys. Anything that has to go down in SNI has to go through [Mngxitama]. I do think there was a men’s club. Unofficial official”. 
Ngceni starts off by saying that the core was “Andile and no one else” which contrasts with earlier acknowledgments from women who were part of the inner circle. Ngceni does not dismiss the presence of women entirely but suggests that women were not central because of the rivalry amongst men within the core. When Nkopo and Wa Azania spoke about themselves belonging to the core during Blackwash, they centred themselves and Nkopo in particular mentioned how she was able to use the core and the flat structure to her advantage. In Ngceni’s comment however, she speaks of how things had to “go through Mngxitama” which she recalls as never having been the case under Blackwash. 
Mazonda’s comment complicates the issue of the core by pointing to the complicity of the women who belonged to it: “When I got to Cape Town I saw that there was anger about the core about you guys being active participants in the patriarchy that was happening and aiding it and defending it”. 
Being part of an inner circle that coalesced around a central male figure in the form of Mngxitama meant elevating him to the position of a “saviour-type” leader; whether it was through uncritical defences of his political positions — even when they alienated other women within the movement — or being in support of the core’s increasingly patriarchal agenda. We were most certainly complicit in the way Mazonda suggests. 
That said, the core was fluid and dependent on whether one continued to behave in ways favourable to it. By the time I was expelled from the movement, for instance, I had long been excommunicated from the core. Ngceni credited thinking critically about her position in the core to her growing feminist consciousness. She says that after leaving the movement she thought to herself: 
“Okay girl, [feminist politics] are your politics. It meant that I could be more free. It meant that I was free to read up on more feminist politics, to do something I wouldn’t normally do. Before that, I would’ve have rather read up on Lenin, Sankara without looking into Black feminism which is also how I read my complicity into it. Because now I was like, yoh, this was me because I was in the inner circle. I [had] become this elevated sisteren. I wasn’t fighting this thing because even the sisteren...the hotep...they love me, I dress normal, I don’t dress skimpy. I smoke weed. They love me, they do. I don’t know if they would love me if they knew who I really am”. 
Ngceni admits that being in the inner circle had benefits but these came at the price of policing the way she dressed, for instance, making her wonder if she would have gained full acceptance if she was more herself. Nkopo lamented how the transition from Blackwash to the SNI represented a loss of power and influence for women in a space that had become contested: 
“I just think I felt like, when we were still Blackwash and holding the ground at Wits and Soweto and wherever else, that we had, like I said before, more power...as women because we had a presence but in general as the young new people into Blackwash that we had a voice and we could engage in things…we could resolve some things and transform our thinking about some things based on an engagement without boundaries. That may be naïve but it felt like it at the time. Just going into SNI, the meeting in Durban was a demonstration of how that power was completely taken away. And at the time, I mean I felt that we had made interested people coming in…and they were contesting us for that space at the centre and by now Andile had clearly become the centre, maybe he always was but he was overtly the centre and his time and his attention had become crucial”. 
Nkopo recalls Blackwash as having been a space of rigorous debate in which as a woman and a younger member, she felt empowered. She also suggests a shift in Mngxitama’s positioning within the movement where he was later “overtly the centre”. In the previous chapter, I argued that in Blackwash, Mngxitama was only emerging as the male figurehead typical of nationalist movements but from Nkopo’s comment, in SNI he clearly occupied a central position. Furthermore, Nkopo speaks of how the entrance of older men in the SNI altered the space in ways that affected her:
“The influx of people like Steven and all of these men from all over the place – also like older men which was quite strange coz I can’t recall an older – like someone as old as Dave Grootboom (an older SNI member), like daddies, you know what I’m saying, like completely changed the configuration of our space and the questions of our space and all of this felt like a threat and I felt that the culture that we had cultivated was less tolerable in the new space and part of that culture was the kind of brutish shouting matches over things that we felt were really important, feminism being one of them but…there was clearly no more space for in this new thing we were doing”. 
Nkopo represents the “influx” of older men as an imposition perhaps because she was no longer dealing with her male peers in the movement whom she could engage with through “brutish shouting” because older men would expect her to behave in a particular manner. She recalled an incident in which she had a disagreement with one of the older men who had joined the SNI and he slapped a cigarette out of her hand because he found it disrespectful of her to smoke while he was speaking to her: 
“That someone could charge at me during a meeting of our comrades to enact violence was unthinkable a year ago, but now it was a real thing and there was a real takeover, I think, of this space and the intellectual project…I think there was no rigour anymore”. Later she would add: “It just became harder to be as tjatjarag (cheeky) as I used to be which was to call people out on what I thought was not our politics”
The “reconfiguration of the space” that Nkopo referred to above is evident in the incident she describes which she figures would have been “unthinkable” under Blackwash. As shown in the previous chapter, she had had treasured the ability to engage her male Blackwash comrades on various issues including feminism in a robust manner. Within the SNI, room for robust debate seemed to be closing as tolerance for violent masculinities increased presenting a threat to women’s place in a movement founded by women. In the following, I examine the ways in which sexual politics and displays of violent manhood functioned in ways which further marginalised women. 
4.4. Conclusion 
This chapter has focused on the metamorphosis the movement from Blackwash into the SNI. While the former was based on a loose structure founded on the idea of collective leadership – even as a ‘core’ formed - the SNI had a more formalised hierarchy and the NCC was established in this regard. The research has shown that these changes presented material differences in how women negotiated their way through the movement and that Mngxitama’s position as the “big man” of the movement became more solidified under the SNI. The following chapter will provide an analysis of the sexual politics of Blackwash and the SNI. 



















CHAPTER FIVE:
THE SEXUAL POLITICS OF BLACKWASH AND THE SNI

5.1. Introduction 
I begin this chapter with a focus on Blackwash and how matters of sexual freedom were discussed during the earlier days of the movement and how this changed in the SNI era. In both Blackwash and the SNI, young women and men engaged in intimate relationships and my interest is on how those relationships affected the position of women within the movement. The chapter also discusses, albeit briefly, the influence of conversations on manhood and the ways in which men thought about their own sexuality. 
5.2. Double Standards on Sexual Autonomy 
Now that I have examined how the transition from Blackwash to the SNI contributed to women’s shifting position in the movement, I will explore the uses of sexual politics: a theme that was prominent in many women’s narratives. In the same way that Blackwash, as per Nkopo’s characterisation, represented an environment in which conversations about Black feminism in a broad sense were possible, that openness could be extended to discussions about sexual freedom. The discussions were born out of sexual and or intimate relationships amongst members and at the centre was a critique of monogamy, the repression of women’s sexual autonomy, and how the movement could contribute towards the transformation of oppressive power dynamics in ways that favour women. Our individual experiences as Blackwash women and men were the key catalyst for the creation of an environment in which such conversations could be held. 
One of the most intensely contested sexual politics of the movement was in the negotiation of what eventually became exposed as a double standard on the sexual autonomy and freedom that men and women in the movement were allowed. A strong political ethic of sexual liberation for both men and women rejected monogamy and exclusivity, with men and women proffering multiple, open relationships. 
It was not uncommon in Blackwash, therefore, for its many young members to discuss what they referred to as ‘revolutionary love’, as a way of challenging the normalised and often oppressive intimate relationships between Black men and women. A woman (who preferred that this response be anonymous) spoke of how the culture in the movement influenced her ability to engage in sexual relationships on her own terms: 
“I was sleeping with someone who was not in the movement but close to the movement and I could still sleep with someone else in the movement and we could all hang out and it’s not going to be a problem. I didn’t lose my street cred (credibility) in Blackwash because of that. I could still have multiple partners and no one is going to chastise me about it. It’s not going to be something we’ll talk about”.
That her “street cred” remained intact indicates an environment accepting of women’s individual choices and sexual autonomy such that she was not shamed. She suggests that her involvement with multiple men was dismissed as something not worthy of discussion and there was no public sanction from other members of the movement. At the same time, she complicates what this environment of sexual liberation actually meant for women and men:
“There was this facade of sexual liberation without looking at things that could be misconstrued as sexual liberation but were not. It was okay for a man in the movement to have four or five sexual partners within the movement and it made it seem like, we’re open...It was like, ‘sexual liberation for all but the consequences will lie with particular people and not everybody’. It was just a way of men opening up a space for women so that we’re okay but for me it still worked. I’m not saying that people were forced to do shit but I don’t think the lip service of sexual liberation that we spoke of...I don’t think we paid mind to things like: how does this work, who does this benefit in actual fact”. 
While in the former comment she presented an environment in which she felt empowered, the latter comment suggests that men were able to exploit women’s open views for their own benefit and that “consequences” for having multiple partners were reserved exclusively for women.  Despite her critique, she emphasises that the “façade” still worked for her indicating that she was able to take advantage of the attitudes towards sexual freedom for her benefit. 
In many ways, the environment also allowed men to talk openly about the pain they experience when the women that they are sexually involved with choose to have other sexual partners. There was a period in Blackwash when men in the movement spoke openly about “ukutyelwa” (being betrayed by their sexual partners) and the type of manhood that is threatened by women owning their bodies and making sexual choices that prioritise their desires as women.  
Many amongst the men had experienced infidelity and questioned their sense of ownership towards women they were involved with who chose to have multiple sexual partners.  I remembered this period as one that was important for the emotional development of the men we were in the movement with because whereas hegemonic masculinity demands that men conceal feelings of hurt and betrayal, there was a space in the movement where they could discuss this. And these discussions would indulge their emotions as much as they encouraged men to think critically about the ownership of women’s sexual lives and creating different models of what it means to be a Black man. It was not only in relation to intimate relationships that there were discussions on manhood in Blackwash, but also the traditional ritual of circumcision which men and women openly discussed in relation to whether it represents a liberating model of masculinity.   
In her reflection about the ways in which discussions about sexual freedom also provided men an opportunity to think critically about their patriarchal notions of ownership of women’s bodies, Ngceni expressed a view that suggests men centred themselves in these discussions:
“It’s something we’d joke about after meetings. Talking about people’s sexual lives was not taboo; even if you’re not going to do it during a meeting but afterwards. So izinto zotyelwa (issues of infidelity) were things that we would talk about theoretically...because they are practically happening to people in the movement. There was this talk of sexual relationships that abantu bayatyelana (lovers betray each other) in the movement, it’s fine but it was more about the agony that the men go through…“oh my god, the angst, the angst””. 
Ngceni suggests that men’s pain over infidelity was centralised and became the focal point of conversations around sexual liberation. Therefore, discussions that began as the result of women negotiating more sexual freedom for themselves were appropriated by men in ways that foregrounded their pain over that of women who have to live with the consequences of the repression of their sexual autonomy. 
Tyantsi on the other hand, suggests that men held varying and contradictory views depending on the platforms that they were on:  
“It appeared as though the space was very progressive and the conversations that were had about infidelity were conversations that both men and women participated in but when the men were by themselves in their spaces, when we were out (socially) as individuals then you would feel that everything was a waste of time...there was a lot of hypocrisy and double-standards”.
Both Ngceni and Tyantsi share a suspicion of the extent to which women benefitted from discussions about women’s sexual freedom in Blackwash. However, from Tyantsi’s comment, I want to argue that for men to present themselves as progressives in public while they continued to hold conservative views in private indicates that there was a level of social pressure within the movement. This is not to say that it is at all satisfactory for men to be hypocritical in this manner, but my interest is in the way in which the culture of the Blackwash did not make it acceptable for men to share backward views on these issues openly. This is especially important for me in the context of the brazen and open expressions of misogyny that became part of the culture of the movement under the SNI. 
Nkopo describes a discussion with one of the men from Blackwash at Wits who had initially shared sexist views in which he reflected on issues related to manhood:
“The cool thing about that conversation is we got into like nice meaty detail about the ways in which individual men locate women in so far as they think about their manhood through izinto ezifana nokwaluka and ukwenda (things such as circumcision and marriage) and the family structure and religion…[One of the men] was quite a staunch Christian or at least postulating as a staunch Christian at the time, coming out of that context [where he was previously] finding ways to legitimate his misogyny. But he was the person who was driving that conversation or at least helping us drive that conversation and the stunning thing about that conversation…was his repentance…repentance is a strong word, it means that he changed his actions. It was kind of like, his enlightenment, his Damascus moment when all of these things were beginning to hit (home) and he was finding ways to articulate them like only a man can so that other men can hear it which was really cool. But I was naïve because I thought this meant something was happening and as time progressed, nothing was happening, in fact, feminist discourse, as we were having it was being appropriated to do damage to women”.
Although Nkopo reflects on that conversation with a sense of regret about her “naivety” with regards to what the moment represented, I am inclined to hold onto the “enlightenment” she saw in her fellow Blackwash member which had a profound impact on her. I want to hold onto it because until there was collective realisation amongst the majority of women in the movement that it would take much more than men being “enlightened” about patriarchy and violent masculinities, all we had was the hope that these discussions would have a transformative effect on the men around us. This is why, in my view, Nkopo begins by recalling that she saw “repentance” in him because at the time, we invested in engaging robustly because we were always hoping for change in men’s behaviour. 
I do not wish to represent Blackwash as some kind of liberated zone of sexual freedom.  It was clearly far from that but I do want to argue that it represented a space of thinking about radical possibilities around sexual autonomy for women. Men benefitted from that labour as evidenced by the open and critical conversations about the humiliation and betrayal by women who seek sexual pleasure from more than one partner. The space was complicated but there was room to consider very different futures and though we might currently have the benefit of hindsight, at the time, the possibility of these conversations amongst us mattered a great deal. 
Based on this research, one could argue that the SNI represented a distinctly different space in which violent masculinities were at the centre thus marking the end to Blackwash’s openness towards women’s sexual freedom. In the following section, I will discuss how this culture cultivated in Blackwash was reversed under the SNI, and threatened the small gains made by the movement.

 
5.3. “Isjolo”: Intimate Relationships in the SNI[footnoteRef:12]   [12:  Isjolo is an isiXhosa colloquial term referring to romantic / intimate relationships ] 

The transition to the SNI did not translate into an immediate deviation from the possibilities created by Blackwash. As already stated, because Blackwash and SNI represent changes along a movement’s continuum, it is impossible to draw a line between when the one ended and the other began. For instance, while many women described instances in which they were pursued by men in the movement, Mkhwanazi’s empowered narrative suggests that she was able to position herself as a “desiring object”: 
“To be perfectly honest, I’m not the type of woman to be pursued, I’m a hunter, I’m not fucking anyone’s prey so I pursued him and got what I wanted and I was very happy about it [Laughter] I don’t play that game...I’m not going to be sitting here waiting...I hate ukushelwa (being pursued) [Laughter]. I’m bad, Joe[footnoteRef:13]”.  [13:  Joe is colloquial for “friend” ] 

While the norm within a patriarchal context is that a woman should wait to be pursued, Mkhwanazi establishes herself as someone who was able to negotiate the space within SNI differently. In the same breath, she reflects on what making this move meant for her and how she was viewed by men:
“I did myself a favour when I first got into SNI in that I immediately hooked up with the hottest alpha male [Laughter]...Men respect each other more than they respect women, of course, even though this man left the country soon afterwards, I was continually viewed as his property and so I escaped a lot of other bullshit. So it’s a double-edged sword where you are seen as someone’s property, which I most definitely never was, but it also deletes that other element of your relationships with other men...I felt very protected by this absent man, even in his absence he provided me with this protection and I was very aware of this privileged position and of course it was a bit of a confining position because you are seen as someone’s woman and you’re like, “but...I also want that guy” [Laughter]”. 
Mkhwanazi suggests that once she was associated with one particular man, she was viewed as his property and therefore inadvertently protected from pursuit by other men, an issue that, ironically, also limited her ability to explore sexual relationships with other men. Even for the women who were pursued, one does not get a sense of women who were merely victims of the sexual advances of the men around them. For instance, when Ngwatle was asked about how she responded to men’s interest, she said:
“I dealt with them in the inbox and I told them where the fuck to get off. I told [others] about the two guys who were busy in my inbox, and I told them where to get off and also to tell them they are not really my type, bayahlanya (they are crazy); they have nothing to offer”. 
Nkopo’s experience bears resemblance with Ngwatle’s in that even though she dated one of the men for about a fortnight; she appears to have been in control of her choices within the movement: 
“My personal experience with isjolo (intimate relationships) was tough because my types just weren’t coming through [Laughter]. I was really not attracted to these deep wanna-be like ashy niggers. Also nobody was in the gym because conscious niggers don’t go to the gym. So that was my one s’jolo experience and unfortunately one of my friends in the movement wandiplita (made an advance) but we had a conversation that no chommie asizokwazi uplitana (no friend we can’t desire each other in this way) because we have a generational mandate [Laughter] I spun it really well…I spun it really well. Sasikhona isincwaso (There were sexual advances) but I somehow managed to avoid into ezi njengezo (such things)”.
From her comment, Nkopo is able to manage the sexual interest towards her with relative ease, and beyond that, she was not particularly interested in the range of men in the movement. Both Ngwatle and Nkopo provide empowered narratives that demonstrate their control over their sexual choices. At the same time, Maluleke reflected on the ways in which sexual advances towards her made her question the value of her contributions in the movement:
“At some point I started to question what my being there meant. For me, I felt like I’m just there to be a woman and to be pursued and to be someone’s hand, a comfort, a pillar or a shoulder to cry on as opposed to my mind...I started to question the attractiveness of my mind and my thoughts because if my body and my gender are all that’s being pursued by the men...The only thing they are interested in is my body and not my mind...I started to question my intellect that if all they want is my body then what the hell am I doing here. Maybe I don’t have it. I realised that the only thing I’m doing is just being a woman and that’s the only thing they can have power over”. 
Maluleke’s comment suggests that sexual advances made towards her reduced her to being a mere object of desire rather than a complete being with intellectual contributions to make towards the movement. Sehume echoes a similar sentiment when she says that, “You always got the sense that you’re a girl, like you’re a girl”. For Ngceni it wasn’t only in relation to sexual advances that women were thought of in this way:
“We were just the people that at any point you could reduce to icherry (a girlfriend), at any point whether it was an ideological debate. A lot of the people that brought in personal shit that cherri-shised us (reduced us to mere girlfriends), were not the women. It was only in defence that we would actually be like, “no, even if I sleep with so and so it doesn’t mean anything””.
Despite attempts to reduce us to mere objects of sexual desire, Ngceni’s comment suggests that women were still able to defend their right to sexual autonomy and insist on the separation of their sexual choices from their contributions into the movement.  And women achieved this by dismissing associations of who they chose to engage with sexually.  At the same time, women were acutely aware of the ways in which men’s womanising in the movement impacted women as a collective. Tyantsi argues that there was a strategic move to divide women:
“There were men who made sure that women did not get along. There was no relationship between the women in SNI. Maybe if you and I knew each other we would get along but as for the other women, we would be indifferent to them. And the men who were doing this...to me it seems that they were strategic. They wanted to break women. It was some sort of divide that they created and they were successful at that. Most of the divisions between women were as a result of relationships. This was not accidental; it was thought-through that this is the relationship women will have amongst themselves”. 
For Tyantsi, the possibility for sisterhood amongst women was compromised by the multiple relationships men had with women inside the movement. Nkopo shares a similar sentiment about one of the men: 
“It was important to keep everybody apart but with him. It’s an extreme divide and conquer project but I think that’s what was really happening and the women in particular were the targets of that project and that’s how the women ended up so broken; not because [they were in a relationship] but because of the way that we just went into…the way we were duped by the revolutionary conception of relationships”. 
Tyantsi’s account of her involvement in an intimate relationship, challenges the idea that women were “duped” as a result of their commitment to the “revolutionary conception of relationships”:  
“Sometimes you went into a relationship not knowing what was going on. For instance, when [one of the men] was pursuing me, I had no idea that there was Ncebakazi or Zandi until much later when I was no longer interested in him. Some of the women were not aware initially what the arrangement was. And even if they went in willingly, that did not mean that would not affect the movement. When I see [him] with Zandi and he was supposed to be with me, I’m not just going to get angry with [him] and Zandi but with them and everyone else in the movement”. 
Tyantsi’s comment suggests that women were not necessarily “duped” or lured by the idea of being in a “revolutionary relationship” but that in her case at least, she was not afforded the courtesy of full disclosure. She also highlights the ways in which women’s relationships with each other were affected by the womanising in the movement. 
When the men accused of womanising were confronted, some avoided accountability by arguing that women consented to these relationships. Asked about this view, Mazonda responded thus:
“I’m not sure who was consenting. We did consent obviously. In SNI we would say that we did not have a leader but every leader does have that charisma that attracts and some leaders would exploit that and some would not...It was not discussed with me that [the comrade I was involved with] had all of these multiple relationships. I only found out in a scandalous way and then it becomes scandalous so you won’t consent going into the relationship”. 
Similar to Tyantsi, Mazonda argues that she was not fully aware of the multiple relationships that one of the men she was involved with had and therefore her ability to make informed choices was undermined. It is my contention that critical information was withheld from Tyantsi and Mazonda because they may have made different choices about their sexual relationships within the movement. 
 In my case, I was also intimately involved with one of the leaders of the movement and could not claim not having been aware of his involvement with other women in the movement. What became clear to me with time was that in as much as he publicly supported a more liberated form of sexuality for men and women, privately he protected the patriarchal logic that men have a right to multiple partners while I could not enjoy the same prerogative. It became clear too that he was willing to enforce this double standard on sexual autonomy in ways that I would characterise as violent when I became intimately involved with another member of the movement. I reported the man’s “bullying” to some members of the SNI working committee and the response I received from the movement was the expulsion letter that I cited in the opening of this research[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  The incident and the movement’s subsequent response happened during the course of the Tshepang Khune ‘debate’ outlined in the following section of this chapter. ] 

Women raised the matter of womanising in the movement thus politicising and making public what was happening in their private spaces. According to Ngceni this attempt was limited:
“If women complained about a guy, it always seemed like a personal thing rather than a political thing...so someone will complain about their boyfriend within the movement, cheating or whatever but the way we dealt with it was as though it was not a political thing, it was like, ‘oh that’s just Ncesh and whoever or Pakama and that guy’. Of course you feel slightly uncomfortable about some of the things that were happening in the movement...like womanising...like comrades sleeping with multiple comrades. Things like that sort of crippled the movement because women are now in competition for whoever that is — for their attention. Sometimes in little corners we would talk about it but it was always talking about it by ourselves as women but we were never able to address it fully on a large scale”.  
I would argue that men restored patriarchal order within the movement by dismissing women’s complaints on the womanising attitudes and actions that were present in the movement. In my case, that patriarchal order was restored through violent behaviour towards me. Some men, therefore, could be involved with multiple partners without consequences and according to Ngceni, while women’s relationships were compromised, the work of the movement continued:   
“You would maybe have four women who knew each other and you will have them still do the work. They have to work together, in actual fact, work very closely together. It gave the impression that it’s working; that we’re okay as we are. It’s acceptable, it’s cool. Asizobafani (We will not act up). Yes, we’ll gossip about each other. It put unnecessary pressure on women in that situation to appear to be okay and to be really doing the work and you know that people are looking at you to see how bothered you are”. 
In her study of women’s uses of silence as resistance during apartheid, Nthabiseng Motsemme, argues that at times, silence is used by women in order to “create illusions of stability, of constancy and of matter-of-factness” (2004: 921). Although we were not by any measure under similar pressures as women under apartheid who faced state repression, there was certainly consciousness of the reputational damage that threatened our small movement. While this was never a burden for us to bear alone, we did this “women’s work” of maintaining silence for the sake of the movement, as Motsemme refers to it, regardless (2004: 920). 
In the previous section, I argued that Blackwash represented a space of possibility in terms of women’s sexual freedom based on women’s recollections of the kinds of discussions had within the movement. Blackwash was able to put this question on the table as a matter for the movement to consider. What we begin to see in the SNI is that even though some women are able to negotiate relationships in ways that benefit them, womanising becomes common in the movement, and women’s right to make informed decisions about the kinds of relationships they enter into are undermined. This is not to say that womanising begins only in the SNI, but that even where it happens in Blackwash, there is still a sense that women are empowered to explore their sexual choices. This shift, I would argue, contributes to how a movement founded by women, in which women raise questions about their sexual freedom, ends up marginalising women. 
The last section of this chapter will focus on a key development in the movement that resulted in the women’s further marginalisation from its centre; a protracted battle on social media over the place of women in the SNI in particular, and Black women’s liberation in general.  
5.4. The Rise of Misogyny in the SNI
In September 2012, one of the male members of the NCC, Tshepang Khune posted a status on his personal Facebook page about how women tend to be unfaithful to their partners when they are deprived of attention which is inevitable because women have a limitless need for attention.  
Women in the movement were the first to respond to his Facebook page, arguing that his sexist remarks have no place in a movement that identifies as anti-patriarchal. This was the first confrontation of its kind on a public platform, and Khune was unrelenting in his defence. In subsequent days and weeks, he would build an argument essentialising the biological make-up of women and rally the support of other men who shared his perspective. 
As days, and eventually weeks, went by, a handful of men argued on the side of women challenging the conservative and hurtful remarks Khune and his allies continued to make towards Black women . The now growing faction defending Khune relied on violent language towards women as a weapon. During her interview, Ngceni recalled a violent comment from Khune’s allies directed towards one of the women:
“I remember there was someone who was saying they would like to rape somebody in the dark. I was like, haybo, did you just threaten rape? Of course people [challenged] that…but the fact that he was comfortable enough to share a rape fantasy because he thought there would be people to support him”. 
Tlelima on the other hand recalled a comment from Khune himself making reference to another man inflicting violence on her:  
“I couldn’t believe it. I was sitting at the office on my keyboard and I just burst into tears because I was like, ‘Oh my God, you don’t say that to someone”. Is this rape? What is he insinuating? And also assigning me to a guy that I don’t have any feelings towards, and he is not assigning me to this guy in the most romantic way, it’s violent. If you are saying that [this guy] is going to ‘smash [my] ovaries’, that’s not like saying he and I are wining and dining, and then have consensual sex, it’s like, he is going to rape me. That’s what he is saying. So I was devastated, I was crying. Because this was on social media. Everyone can see my name being placed in a sentence like that and basically fantasise about raping me”.
In both instances, public threats of rape were used against Black women in the movement most likely as a form of disciplining women’s dissenting voices. In Tlelima’s account, one gets a sense of the psychological trauma that she suffered as a result of the violence directed towards her. As Gqola argues:
“The threat of rape is an effective way to remind women that they are not safe and that their bodies are not entirely theirs. It is an exercise in power that communicates that the man creating fear has power over the woman who is the target of his attention; it also teaches women who witness it about their vulnerability either through reminding them of their own previous fear or showing them that it could happen to them next” (2015: 79).
Fiery debates over a myriad of issues had been held in the movement throughout the years but such a brazen, public, and collective display of violent masculinity was unknown in the movement until this point. It seemed that we had arrived at a new frontier in which a significant section of the men in the movement was openly misogynistic and indifferent to any points of argument brought forward. The days of Blackwash where we had long conversations into the night with male comrades about problematic models of manhood, in which they displayed some signs of “enlightenment”, were long gone. We were now very clearly in the era of unapologetic hyper-masculinity.  
Owing to their deeply misogynistic and violent language, Khune and allies were soon referred to as ‘vulgar patriarchs’ in contrast to men labelled as ‘progressive patriarchs’ because of the latter group’s challenges to anti-women sentiments in the movement, and the open support they showed towards the women. In his post on Facebook, SNI member using the moniker, Refugee NativeFox WaAzania Mbweha, reflected on the movement’s position on patriarchy and what this means for him privately. 
“As SNI men, we stand to be perpetrators of patriarchy as the default. We need to take [sic] conscious effort to shake off those tendencies. It’s clear that we have been complacent and…we have been exposed. Now as a movement we need to question how we have followed up on the anti-patriarchal position. Because I myself, despite claiming to be anti-patriarchal, seemingly am clueless on what that actually means. To interrogate the matter and to learn much more about it. What are we planning to do about it? Even if I am the only ignorant amongst us, the movement needs to sort me out. I’ll do what I can to help myself as well” (Facebook: 2012). 
Another male SNI member, Tshepo Morekure also posted along similar lines acknowledging that men are beneficiaries of a patriarchal system. He wrote: 
“Anyone who benefits from patriarchy and then denies being patriarchal is being disingenuous…because as men we benefit by the mere fact of being male and heterosexual men…Tshepang [Khune] says that we will grapple with these issues even after the revolution, I say well until then we will fight to change the mind-set of the people, because as much as we fight the Black Condition from a psychological level, we will fight all forms of discrimination in every level” (Facebook 2012). 
Even Mngxitama, who had initially argued against women’s insistence that Khune be expelled within a week of the Facebook post, mounted attacks against the faction of ‘‘vulgar patriarchs’’ arguing that men who insisted on maintaining misogynistic views be expelled.  
Mngxitama alongside others became key strategic allies for women facing an onslaught of insults from a stubbornly misogynistic faction of the movement. Maluleke’s comment below speaks to the extent to which women relied on the support of the ‘progressive patriarchs’:
“At that point I felt that [the progressive patriarchs] were literally having my back and speaking for me. I felt I had to pick a side…and the side that I picked was the side [that] was not inflicting on me like Tshepang Khune…[The progressive patriarchs] were all well read on feminism so they were hitting these guys left, right and centre…I picked the progressive patriarchs”. 
While it was important for women to have the support of some of the men around them (and it is noteworthy that many were as relentless as the women) women’s collective feminist consciousness was critical in holding the misogynists to account. During the battle, Tlelima posted a comment on Facebook which suggests that the fight had a radicalising effect on her: “I've never thought of myself as a feminist, but this whole 'debate' has awakened the feminist in me and I refuse to sit quietly day in, and day out as we are ridiculed” (Facebook: 2012).
It is interesting that she does not say that she had ‘become’ a feminist but that a feminist already in her had been awakened. During the interviews, Tlelima had been amongst the women who prioritised their racial identity, but was by this point leaning towards feminist politics as a result of the attack on women. This is not to say that the movement had never had feminist women, they were there, especially in the Cape Town branch, but had left as a result of frustration with intolerance in the SNI. This attack, however resulted in an increasing number of women identifying as feminist and agitating for the SNI to centralise Black feminism. At the time, Ngwatle wrote on Facebook that:
“A progressive black consciousness movement such as the SNI should at the very least be open to black feminism. What I have observed thus far is that the men in the movement do not even engage in Black feminist literature... This is not just for women bagaetso (my people) it’s for blacks and their liberation from all clutches of racism” (Facebook: 2012).
As the battle continued over a two-month period, there was a clear attack directed at the women who now openly identified as feminist. One of the men would post the following on Facebook: 
“Feminists must NOT be let to run amok with their seriously twisted understanding of Black Consciousness. Because in BC there is NO them and us, and I was hoping this is easily understood. There are NO Black MEN and Black WOMEN, there are us BLACKS, and BLACKS ONLY!!!” (Emphasis in original post)” (Facebook: 2012).
Another post from Khune demonstrated a similar attempt to silence the growing feminist voice in the movement: 
“We will not sit back and watch right wing feminists abuse black consciousness who are seemingly frustrated by their inability to love one partner. Their sexual adventures of wanting to bang every Tom, Dick and Harry should not be an assault on love” (Facebook 2012).
Khune’s comment reminds us that the entire two month long virtual battle on social media had been sparked by the patriarchal desire to control Black women’s sexuality which we fought hard against as SNI women alongside men who supported us. A significant victory was that Khune and several of his allies were eventually expelled from the movement. It was very important that some men who supported Black feminist politics, who questioned their own complicity with patriarchal practices in the movement, and in their own lives, stood firmly alongside feminist women in the movement. It is perhaps why Mkhwanazi and Tlelima, in particular, reflected positively on the battle feeling that it was necessary for the movement. I did not get the sense that the women were underplaying the impact the battle had on them personally but that they saw the value of misogynistic elements in the movement being exposed. Mkhwanazi claims to have been filled with a sense of pride:
“I was incredibly proud of the organisation at the time. I was like, even with Tshepang Khune [and the rest]…I’m so glad that these brothers are expressing these problematic views so that we can wrestle with them, so that we can self-correct because silencing people doesn’t work, they sit and fester with these views…The fact that there was space where this conversation was happening, I was so proud of the organisation, it was probably my proudest moment, my commitment was stronger than it had ever been before”. 
Soon after the victory, a critical shift began to take place. Tlelima’s comment summarises the sequence of events best: 
“We had a meeting after the whole Tshepang Khune thing, and we were like, okay, now that that’s done, and the damage that’s left – because the movement was split in half over this — and we somehow salvaged it, and expelled some of these people. We actually sat down, I think that was the point at which women in the movement started doing political work and were like, shit, this is bad, and we need to find ways to deal with this issue coz we only touched on it a little bit, and there was resistance to that. As soon as it was found out that women were meeting on their own, there was resistance to that, which actually showed that the guys who were now left behind were more dangerous than the ones we had expelled”.
Tlelima suggests that women started doing political work which I take to mean collective feminist work in the post-battle era in which women discussed the superficiality of the divisions between the so-called vulgar and progressive patriarchs. I suspect that as women we had strategically suspended critiques of the problematic nature of the progressive patriarchs for some time because there was a battle to win. I do not think that we were at all deluded by the misogyny of some within the progressive patriarchs’ faction as the challenges raised about womanising in the movement suggest. 
Ngceni’s comment takes a slightly different take to mine: 
“We assumed [that] the people in the room are not patriarchs because we’ve gotten rid of the ‘vulgar patriarchs’ but I think it wasn’t as neatly roped as we might have thought. Immediately after the whole thing, women started [saying] never mind the ‘vulgar patriarchs’, we are dealing with patriarchs. The domination of one leader, being Andile, is real...now that we have gotten rid of the ‘vulgar patriarchs’, what are the power dynamics here?” 
Nevertheless, as women we wanted more substantial gains and prepared for a fight against some of the members of our alliance having realised that the problem in our movement was far deeper than the few who had been expelled. For Ngceni, Mngxitama’s ascendance to a position of power was a critical issue for women to consider once the more obviously unsavoury elements of the movement had been removed. Mkhwanazi and many of the women became disillusioned with the idea that there were significant differences between the men we were dealing with:
“Because there were two factions of the men…I was thinking that there were guys on our side who had our back, who were going to fight the fight all the way with us but I began to understand that it wasn’t about feminism at all, it was about alpha males fighting for the crown and they didn’t give a fuck about us”.
Mkhwanazi suggests that even as the so-called progressive patriarchs fought with us on the issue of feminism in the movement, we were essentially caught in a war between two warring factions; between two forms of masculinity in contest with one another. What we had initially thought of as a united front against misogyny was in fact a proxy war; a side show that we were not the centre of. 
At the same time that men in the movement attacked feminists in the movement, because it was now known that we were organising ourselves against the men, there were moments where the women felt that they could not trust that the ‘progressive patriarchs’ were really supportive of a feminist agenda. A key instance of this was the public support Mngxitama would show for Wits University drama lecturer, Tshepo wa Mamatu who was accused of sexual harassment by his students. Of this, Mkhwanazi said:
“The guy (wa Mamatu) is an ANC guy, and Andile (Mngxitama) is ready to throw the ANC under the bus at every turn. This man rapes his students, and suddenly he’s his biggest fan. That’s misogyny. For me what he was saying was, we are fellow rapists, we must stick with each other. I was like, “why are you in this guy’s corner? You don’t have to be”. [What Mngxitama was communicating is that, wa Mamatu is] an ANC guy but in the issue of women, he is my brother, and I support him 100%. That was deep. That was distinctly disappointing, and hurtful. It was like [Mngxitama was saying], “I believe so strongly in the oppression of women that we can disagree on everything else [but] if you have the agenda to brutalise Black women I’ll be in your corner because I’m into that. I’m into the abuse of women”. That was actually the end point for me. I was like, I can’t anymore. I can’t”. 
That the women in the movement interpreted Mngxitama’s support for wa Mamatu in this way would shape their engagements. Joja would support Mngxitama arguing that wa Mamatu was being lynched by the university. There is of course an important historical context of Black men being falsely accused of sexual violence and being lynched as a result (see Davis 1998:34) and there was a sense that as a Black man wa Mamatu was being especially targeted while another man, Rupert Taylor, who was eventually dismissed by the university for similar misconduct during the same period was was given preferential treatement as a white man[footnoteRef:15]. However, the sense amongst some women was that such support for wa Mamatu in the absence of support for the Black women who had made claims against him was revealing of misogynistic attitudes by men that women in the movement had considered to be “progressive”.  [15:  https://www.iol.co.za/news/south-africa/gauteng/wits-fires-third-sex-pest-1574108] 

I want to argue that once it was clear that violent masculinities took centre stage within the SNI, the likes of Mngxitama and Joja who defended the harmful actions of Wa Mamatu were emboldened to display their misogyny openly without fear of consequences. Whereas previously, men perceived to be progressive may have only shared their problematic views in private, SNI had now been fully transformed into a space tolerant of misogyny. Even in the absence of the so-called ‘vulgar patriarchs’, the vulgarity remained. A smattering of men continued to support feminist women in the SNI but by then they were very clearly in the minority while many amongst us women were emotionally drained after a bruising battle against violent masculinity. 
5.5. Conclusion 
This chapter has shown how sexuality was central to how women gradually became marginalised within the movement. The data suggests that within Blackwash, there were open conversations about women’s sexual freedom and harmful models of manhood. I argued that while Blackwash could not be characterised as some kind of liberated zone of women’s sexual freedom, the space allowed for members to imagine different possibilities. 
The chapter also showed that while the transition to the SNI did not necessarily mark a significant change from Blackwash, womanising intensified causing divisions amongst the women. 
The key development within SNI, the chapter argued, was the Facebook battle sparked by Khune which revealed a desire to control women’s sexuality. Women’s public criticism of the Facebook post inspired particularly misogynistic responses from a faction within SNI that was referred to as ‘vulgar patriarchs’. Their comments, which included threats of rape towards women in the movement, ushered in an era in which violent masculinities took centre stage in the SNI. This, I argued, marked a clear aberration from the kind of culture cultivated in Blackwash. The chapter ended with feminist women’s collective realisation that they needed to address male domination in the movement in a broader sense. The push back from men thought of as progressive revealed disturbing traits of misogyny, and defences of men accused of sexual violence by the likes of Mngxitama and Joja demonstrate the extent to which SNI had become anti-women, and a home for violent masculinities. 

















CHAPTER 6:
AFROPESSIMISM AND GENDER IN BLACKWASH AND THE SNI
6.1. Introduction 
The focus of this chapter is on the influence of Afropessimism as a theoretical framework on thinking about gender and Black women’s liberation within Blackwash and SNI. As discussed, Blackwash drew primarily from the BCM which prioritised race over gender, and fashioned itself as an anti-racist movement fighting against white supremacy while the Black feminist struggle was subsumed under what it deemed the main struggle. In this manner, as I argued, Blackwash did not challenge the problematic assumptive logic of the BCM until a point at which women in Blackwash agitated for the prioritisation of Black women’s struggles against patriarchy. When SNI was formed, the movement remained consistent with the position taken by Blackwash as women within the movement continued to agitate for the centralisation of Black women’s liberation. 
The introduction of Afropessimism into the movement soon after Blackwash was formed would have a major impact on debates over the years. I argue that the way in which the theory was understood and appropriated for the patriarchal agenda of the movement fuelled the marginalisation of Black women in both Blackwash and SNI. 
6.2. Uses and Misuses of Afropessimism 
The scope of this project does not provide sufficient room or make it necessary to discuss the key arguments of, and debates within Afropessimist thought. Frank Wilderson’s summary of Afropessimism’s key assumptions provides an outline of its basic foundations. He writes: 
“The Afro pessimists are theorists of Black positionality who share Fanon’s insistence that, though Blacks are indeed sentient beings, the structure of the entire world’s semantic field — regardless of cultural and national discrepancies — ‘leaving’ as Fanon would say, ‘existence by the wayside’ – is sutured by anti-Black solidarity...Afro-pessimism explores the meaning of Blackness not — in the first instance — as a variously and unconsciously interpellated identity or as a conscious social actor, but as a structural position of noncommunicability in the face of all other positions; this meaning is noncommunicable because...as a position, Blackness is predicated on modalities of accumulation and fungibility” (2010: 58 – 59).
Within Afropessimist thought, Blackness is considered as ontological negation and position rather than merely as a cultural identity or racial category. Ontological negation or social death, is traced to the emergence of the enslaving of African peoples at the dawn of modernity during which time the idea of what it means to be Human was defined in the West to the exclusion of, and in direct relation, or rather opposition, to people of African descent. While not all scholars whose work is critical in Afropessimist thought, necessarily identify as such, meditations on Blackness by Orlando Patterson, Saidiya Hartman, Hortense Spillers, Jared Saxton, Lewis Gordon, Christina Sharpe form part of the key ideas associated with Afropessimism. 
Blackwash was fertile ground for Afropessimist thought due to its radical position on white supremacy and Blackness and there was also a particular interest in meditations on gender with regards to Afropessimism. Spillers and Hartman are arguably the key Black woman scholars associated with Afropessimism. Both are interested in the concept of gender as a category and the extent to which it is fully applicable to Black women. Their departure point is the enslavement of Black which rendered Africans as a commodity. Within this context, Spillers argues that gender difference is rendered irrelevant and the “female body and male body become a territory of cultural and political manoeuvre, not at all gender-related, gender-specific” (ibid). 
Along similar lines, Hartman is interested in the production of the category woman, and examines legal cases involving the sexual violation of Black female slaves during the era of chattel slavery to meditate on the inapplicability of gender to slaves because they were considered, first and foremost, the property of their owners (1997).  Both Hartman and Spillers draw from the history of Slavery in order to think through Blackness in the contemporary. In her reading of Spillers and Hartman, white feminist scholar Broeck argues that gender in the modern world becomes “a category to negotiate, for white European and U.S. women, towards a status of sovereignty, subjectivity and property rights” (2008). Therefore, gender as a category essentially leaves Black women out of the equation. 
The scope of this study does not allow for further exploration of these concepts. What is critical is that within Blackwash and the SNI, such ideas were considered by members and became part of discussions about Blackness and gender. During the Facebook battle over sexism for instance, an SNI woman member using the moniker, Cherry Berry, responded to a call for a women’s only Imbizo, by referencing key Afropessimist ideas: 
“The exploited masses are black...not male or female we are rendered as simple tools of production (we must not lose sight of this). State violence is directed at destroying black families...society...not black females or black males...We are not seen or treated like autonomous beings by the state...but play into the state’s hands when it defines how we should attack it and each (on a divided autonomous level). We should caution ourselves against this division of black people around so called gender-ed identities...its only power is dividing us and causing infighting” (Facebook 2012).
In dismissing what she refers to as “so-called gendered identities” in response to a suggestion for women’s autonomous organising, Berry uses Afropessimist ideas about the Black as ungendered object in order to deny the existence of Black gendered subjectivity. The denial of Black gendered subjectivity is deployed in this instance in order to defend the sexist politics of the movement. And I must point out that there was a time, much earlier in the movement, when I too used logic similar to Berry’s but by the time of the Facebook book battle, my position had shifted.  In response to the anti-women uses of Afropessimism I posted on Facebook that:
“I’m just really blown away at how these reactionary men amongst us can reject white liberal feminism with great vigour (not because they really understand it to be inimical to BC but, put simply, coz they hate women in general), rush blindly to Afropessimism [saying] “yes we are all slaves on the plantation...blacks don’t exist...there’s no patriarchy here only mimicry” coz they opportunistically read the equal relationship of blacks to structural power to mean equality at a horizontal level among black men and women AND embrace the justification for the oppression of women at the SAME damn time. It’s pretty clear that the protection of patriarchy is central to their project and any line of thinking in fact, even the most racist ideas are available for their appropriation and abuse” (Facebook 2012). 
During her interview, Nkopo was equally reflective of her role in contributing towards problematic interpretations of Afropessimism: 
“I was incredibly naïve personally because I remember doing an analysis of feminism through Afropessimism that concluded that the fact of Blackness and ungendered Black life means that there are no women and no men but just Blacks and ending there because I was not reading the ground”.
The idea of Blackness as ontological negation is central in Afropessimist thought and was, in common-use language of the movement interpreted as that there are no Black women or men, only Slaves in relation to Humans (read Whites). The danger is that this was then extended to make claims about the absence of Black men’s agency in relation to acts of sexual violence directed towards Black women. While scholars such as David Marriott argue that, “in the context of blackness, gender oppression not only circumscribes the life chances of women but also stratifies or suspends the category of manhood” (quoted in Jackson 2011: 360) such insightful work is available for violent uses.  
In his publication, New Frank Talk 10, Mngxitama (2012) draws from Afropessimist thought to deny the agency of Black men and callously equates rape with a stab wound in order to make the point that Black women and men are equally available to violence. It is possible to read Mngxitama within a range of what might appear as similar views about the availability of men to violence due to the structural position of Blacks as objects.  Jackson (2011: 360) via Marriott for instance argues that:
“Black men are seen as ‘excessively male and insufficiently masculine’.  Historically, black men’s ‘inversion’ has served as an alibi for their rape and castration, painful reminders that rape, is as feminists state, ‘about power’ rather than contingent on an essential female vulnerability or an inherent male power”. 
Jackson’s assertion is quite different to Mngxitama equating sexual violence such as rape with a stab wound or a gunshot amongst men. Even if there is merit in the argument that intramural violence of the nature Mngxitama describes between men is poorly theorised, collapsing distinctions between types of violence visited upon Black bodies does little for theorising about violent masculinities. Rather than dismiss the rape of Black women or consider it unworthy of sympathy, in the way that Mngxitama does, Jackson suggests an expansion of whom we might consider a Black victim of sexual violence since in the context of Blackness, normative ideas of male power are thrown into crisis and subverted.  Arguing that Black men are equally available to sexual violence is significantly different to asserting that sexual violence can be equated with other forms of violence that Black men may deploy amongst themselves. 
According to Gqola, New Frank Talk 10 represents the most “brutal manifestation” of hyper-masculinity because it “directly trivialises sexual violence by these men” and renders Black women impossible to rape in a similar fashion as colonial legislators (2010:157). Mkhwanazi’s reflection on reading the essay echoes Gqola’s sentiments:
“Basically the text should have been called, “A defence of the Black man’s right to rape”...Women do not exist in that publication so for me I began to understand [that] in the imaginations of these so-called radical men, Black women do not exist. We are instruments in the pursuit of their own agenda; that’s all that we’ll ever be to them. And that was a very private moment when I had to acknowledge that”.
From the women interviewed, there is a common thread about the use of Afropessimism in ways that negated their experiences as gendered subjects. When Maluleke reflected on this question she commented that: 
“I think there was some kind of misunderstanding about what Afropessimism is...[The men in the movement] tried to use [a] very simple definition of Afropess to say, we are all [socially dead] why do you [as women] want a special death? In the same way they tried to say we are all dead which is not the same thing away from the problems of gender...it’s like putting two things in the same pot but in that same pot there are different levels...We cannot say that we are all Black. We don’t have the same gender / sexuality or ability. There are different categories”.
Ngceni responded along similar lines:
“People were excited about [Afropessimism] because it was like, we are equalising now by denying that there are things that just happen to you as a woman. There are particular things about white supremacy that work with you just as a woman...We never opened up space just to deal with it. All of a sudden a few people understand it and it becomes the movement’s stance on anything and everything”. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Both Maluleke and Ngceni attribute the negation of women’s particular and gendered subjectivity to a misunderstanding of Afropessimism. By arguing that Blacks are socially dead and therefore there is no gender differentiation represents, to borrow from Sharpe, “a conflation of blackness as ontological negation of being with Black subjects and communities” (2016: 14), one that was deliberately used to undermine women’s particular oppression. While Afropessimist theorists are primarily concerned with the paradigmatic (Wilderson 2008) or structural positionality, they do not dismiss the existence of gendered subjectivity or intramural struggles (Spillers 1987) within the Black community. Ironically Spillers argues that in writing about Blackness and gender she wanted Black women to think beyond gender as a category and for Black men to think critically about patriarchy. She says:
“That is what I was trying to suggest about certain performances of maleness on the part of black men, and what I was hoping to suggest is that black men can't afford to appropriate the gender prerogatives of white men because they have a different kind of history; so you can't just simply be patriarchal” (2007: 304). 
In a context in which the particular nature of Black women’s oppressions was deprioritised, and in which violent masculinities were central, I want to argue that appropriations of Afropessimist theory were used to further marginalise women by denying the particular subject position of Black women.  Despite vulgar appropriations of Afropessimism in Blackwash and SNI, Black feminist women insisted on the recognition of their experiences, and for the individual men in their political lives to take accountability for their actions. Afropessimism’s ‘explanatory power’ was empowering for women and men in the movement but women in particular challenged its disempowering use. 
In a draft statement that I wrote meant to address this very trend in the movement, I would again emphasise the possibility of maintaining the seemingly contradictory positions of Blacks as ungendered on the one hand yet having a claim to gendered subjectivity: 
“We wish to declare from the onset, that we are Black feminists…We understand Blackness to be a structural positionality based on the production of black corpses whose gender is irrelevant for the maintenance of the anti-black world. While (white) feminism understands its struggle to be about liberating women from patriarchal power within the world, our preoccupation as black women, is for all black people to be liberated from the white world which is founded upon black people occupying a position of social death. Black women and men are the products of the gratuitous violence of the white world – neither have escaped the crucible that has moulded them into non-beings and are thus equally positioned in relation to white supremacist power... However, to brush over the experience of black women suffered at the hands of black men while suggesting that the black man is exclusively a creation of white supremacist violence and therefore worthy of being absolved is liberal to the core”. 
The statement, read against the research participants’ interviews, demonstrates the ways in which Black women resisted appropriations of Afropessimism because we understood that they were used to further marginalise us. 
6.3. Conclusion
In this chapter I set out to understand the ways in which Afropessimism influenced thinking about Black women’s liberation within Blackwash and the SNI. I argued that Afropessimist thought on gender was deliberately appropriated in order to support the patriarchal agenda of the movement. While women were at times complicit in reproducing antifeminist views through a particular use of Afropessimism, it was also used as a weapon against increased feminist agitation in the movement. The chapter also provided a brief critique of New Frank 10 as a text authored by two of the movement’s members which used Afropessimism to deny the existence of gendered subjectivity and therefore dismiss sexual violence against Black women. 
At the core of this problematic use of Afropessimism is the conflation of the Black as ungendered object and the Black as gendered subject which is used to promote a patriarchal agenda. However, these seemingly contradictory positions can both be maintained without absolving Black men of their violent acts against Black women through unsatisfactory justifications that Black men are emasculated or denying the existence of Black womanhood. I want to argue that while the movement drew largely from nationalist movements such as the BCM in terms of foregrounding the nationalist agenda over a feminist position, the appropriation of Afropessimist thought introduced a far more dangerous proposition. It is one thing for a nationalist movement to relegate Black women to a secondary position, and deprioritise their struggles but quite another to deny the very existence of Black womanhood and manhood for the purposes of consolidating male domination. The latter contributed immensely in the movement towards marginalising women.  

















CHAPTER SEVEN:
CONCLUSION
7.1. Introduction 
By the end of 2014, several women had either left the SNI or were expelled from it. The main objective of this study was to investigate how a movement founded by Black women would gradually marginalise women. The reasons, as the study shows, are complex and varied, and I will provide a summary of the key findings. I located the study within feminist scholarship focused on the gendered natured of nationalisms and provided a literature review on feminist debates within nationalist movements.  I argued that while Blackwash was established by women as an anti-racist movement in the main, it is not inevitable that women would be displaced from the centre. The study has shown that the transition from Blackwash to the SNI was a key development that contributed to women’s changed positioning within the movement. 
In addition, a protracted battle that happened primarily on Facebook, sparked by what I read as the patriarchal desire to control women’s sexual autonomy, ushered in an era in the movement in which violent masculinities became centralised thus contributing to women’s marginalisation. The study also argued that appropriations of Afropessimism were used to consolidate the movement’s patriarchal agenda. Throughout the existence of the movement, women contested for space as their own Black feminist consciousness grew. In the end, however, the space would be completely reconfigured such that many women would either leave or be expelled as the movement became intolerably masculinist. 
7.2. Summary of Key Findings 
7.2.1. From Flat Structure to the “Big Man”
I began chapter three of this research report by providing background to the establishment of Blackwash, first as a countercultural collective that used T-Shirts to spread radical Black politics to a BC inspired movement that captured the imaginations of young people. Blackwash experimented with a flat structure in an attempt to challenge the leadership model of nationalist movements in which a male leader emerges and is centralised. I found that not only did the structure legitimise Blackwash as a genuine movement amongst young people who are sceptical about political parties, but that some women felt empowered in the absence of a central male figure or central committee of sorts. The formation of SNI presented a deviation from this experiment as the movement began to overtly model itself on Black nationalist movements. The consequence was that Mngxitama would clearly emerge as the typical “big man” of nationalist movements thus displacing women from the centre. 
7.2.2. The Uses of Sexual Politics 
One of the secondary objectives of this study was to understand how sexual politics in the movement contributed towards the marginalisation of women. The narratives of the women interviewed revealed that under Blackwash, there was vibrant discussion about what sexual freedom meant for women especially. The movement engaged on the question of liberation in the private sphere and created a space of imagining less oppressive possibilities. While some men took advantage of this labour in order to be involved in multiple relationships and hypocritically foreclose that possibility for women, Ngceni for instance, discussed how the movement’s openness allowed her to make independent choices without moral judgment from members of Blackwash. 
Most of the women were sceptical about the genuineness of men’s commitment and highlighted the ways in which they were able to centre themselves. While that might have been the case, I argued that Blackwash created a culture in which the question of women’s sexual freedom was at least put on the table, and that for me is critical. Furthermore, the space allowed for men to discuss different forms of manhood, and the ways in which patriarchy influences problematic ideas about the ownership of women. This was a brief, short lived period in the movement but demonstrates, perhaps, what could have been possible under different circumstances. 
With the formation of the SNI, one begins to see a closing up of the space. The study has shown that a vast majority of the women were in control of their choices of intimate partners but there were double standards for men and women in relation to sexual behaviour. The women interviewed revealed that in most cases they did not have access to full information about other partners they were involved with had thus depriving them of the right to make informed choices; a disempowering position that women found themselves in. At least three of the women suggested that this was a deliberate move in order to sow division amongst women, and although women made efforts to keep the movement stable, this was oftentimes at their expense. The undermining of women’s sexual autonomy, in particular by the male leadership, therefore contributed to the marginalisation of women within the movement. 
This research report also established that the online battle further marginalised women, firstly, because it was sparked by a patriarchal desire to control and undermine women’s sexual freedom — a position that many men in the movement supported. The period saw unified struggle waged by feminist women who insisted on claiming their bodies for themselves. The backlash against women’s agitation was the expansion of violent masculinities in the movement. In the SNI one sees brazen manifestations of violent masculinity through publicly shared rape fantasies. While this had been a tactic used by the so-called violent patriarchs, the battle ends with men in the movement expressing public support for a Black man accused of rape by his university students. 
The movement went from a time when women attempted to negotiate space for their sexual freedom through open discussion to the latter days of the SNI when sexual violence was fantasised about collectively by some men. During the time that Blackwash centred women, the space was complicated and contradictory, no doubt, but the centralisation of hypermasculinity in the SNI, played a role in women being marginalised in the movement. 
7.2.3. Appropriations of Afropessimism 
Chapter five of my study focused on the introduction of Afropessimism to the movement, and how its meditations on gender were used in order to bolster a masculinist space within the SNI especially. Many of the women interviewed reflected on the extent that the theory was poorly understood in the movement but were at the same time vigilant of its uses in order to deny, not only the experiences of women but deny Black women’s very existence. I argued that while pre-existing nationalist movements have a tendency of subsuming Black feminist struggle under a nationalist agenda, as the literature shows, the appropriation of Afropessimism went further by arguing for the negation of Black women and justification of Black male violence in order to consolidate patriarchal power within the movement. In the chapter, I also demonstrated that the idea of the Black as ungendered object, and the Black as gendered subject can be maintained without the dangerous positions perpetuated in the movement. While women such as Nkopo and I had, at points, maintained a position that supported this anti-women use of Afropessimism, the spread of feminist thought in the movement allowed us to become far more critical. 
7.3. Conclusion 
In an essay studying the autobiographies of nationalist activists Ellen Kuzwayo and Ramphele, Desiree Lewis (1999) comments on the extent to which both women’s texts reveal a reticence to share details about intimate relationships leaving the reader to unbridled speculation about the reasons for the sketchy details. She suggests that such self-censoring is common in South African autobiographies, and having read a range of literature focusing on women in nationalist movements, I would add that this goes beyond autobiography. The work of Lissoni and Suriano (2014) and Suttner (2005) which gives serious consideration to the private, emotional lives of women in nationalist movements is exceptional in this regard, but much more needs to be done. Silence on these questions translates into missed opportunities for theorising about sexual politics in nationalist movements.
The narratives provided by the women in this research report, including my own, provide critical insights into interpersonal relationships, and how these function within movements. Not only do the women reflect on their personal experiences but also how sexual, and/or romantic relationships affected the movement, and relations amongst women. The research report is a significant contribution towards understanding sexual politics in movements which would not have been possible without Blackwash’s investment into discussions about liberatory sexual practice. That opened up the space for women’s ability to share their individual experiences, and judging by the richness of the narratives provided, this was crucial in understanding the movement.
It is also significant that the research report provides insights into Afropessimism in practice. My position on how the theory was used and misused is very clearly articulated but beyond my personal views, there is great value in seeing how Afropessimism was received, understood, and interpreted, even if only by our small movement. This is especially important considering that the theory emanates primarily from the United States, and this research report is a contribution towards understanding Afropessimism in practice in South Africa. At a conceptual level, it is critical that the research report offers an argument that locates Black feminist thought within Afropessimism, in line with the feminists associated with it and against the misuses outlined above.  
It is my hope that this study adds value to existing Black feminist scholarship. 
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